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Editors’ note

Back in January, the staff of this issue of Echo magazine
had a lively debate over possible themes for our issue.
Fantasy was suggested somewhere between comedy
and exploration. You, dear reader, could have even been
holding the life-and-death issue right now. But fantasy
intrigued us. It confused us and it made us pause because,
really, what is fantasy?
Over the course of creating this issue of Echo, we sought
to answer this question. We spoke with cosplayers and fan
fiction writers. We looked at arranged marriages, delusion
disorders and the struggles of veterans after they come
home from war. We dove in headfirst and spent time
with recovering heroin addicts, had our fortunes told, and
explored the deepest, darkest corners of the internet. We
challenged our personal beliefs and our understanding of
our roles as writers and designers.
What we learned is that the concept of fantasy embraces
far more than we initially imagined. Fantasy is a spectrum,
so we divided our magazine to reflect this continuum.
As you explore the book, the stories move from lighter
to darker subject matter. The color of the sections also
gradually changes, from warm to cool, reflecting this mood
shift. In print, and online at echomagonline.com, you
will find stories that challenge you to think critically and
deeply about your own fantasies and the ones around you.
At certain points in our process, we were concerned that
completing this magazine might be a fantasy. But our
dedicated team of writers, editors, designers and advisors
ensured that our fantasy became a reality. Here, in your
hands, you hold that hard-earned reality. We hope that
you enjoy delving into our fantastic world.
—Jaclyn Jermyn & Taylor Scheibe
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A Teller’s Tools
By Zareen Syed
Photography by Stephanie Falaschetti & Jared Sawdey
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Here’s what fortune tellers use to discern your destiny
It’s human nature to be curious. Given the choice,
who wouldn’t want a tiny glimpse of the cosmic
plan? Echo spoke with Judy Christo, a clairvoyant
psychic in Wrigleyville who uses more than just a
crystal ball to bring clarity to those who dare to get
their fortunes told. Here’s a peek inside her tool box.

1
Psychic Reading
Christo uses a chakra map of the human body to discern
a client’s mental, emotional and physical state, and to
address specific questions or situations.
Cyndi Dale, author of The Subtle Body: An Encyclopedia
of Your Energetic Anatomy, attributes the emergence of
the chakra system to India more than 4,000 years ago. In
Hindu and Buddhist practices, chakras are seen as points
where psychic forces and bodily functions merge.
2
Tarot Cards
Using the 78-card Goddess Tarot Deck, Christo shuffles
the cards and spreads them out on a table, looking at
how the position of the “Goddess” corresponds to a
representation of an aspect of life.
Tarot cards originated in 15th century Italy as a game
for nobles, according to the Encyclopedia Britannica.
More than 20 of the more popular decks today can be
traced back to these original designs, including the cards
for “Death” and “The Devil,” which caused conservative
Italian nobles to attempt banning the cards.
Tarot became popular in the U.S. in the 1960s when
actress Eden Gray self-published her book, Tarot Revealed:
A Modern Guide to Reading the Tarot Cards, making
reading and understanding the cards more user-friendly.
3
Crystal Readings
Each client chooses three crystals or gemstones from a
deep bag, feeling for an energy connection. This is said to
expose their inner aura and help identify what is going on
in their life and what needs healing and balancing.
It’s hard to determine the exact origin of healing
crystals, write John Ankerberg and John Weldon in the
Encyclopedia of New Age Beliefs. “Despite the novelty for
modern Americans, crystal work is a variation upon the
old occult belief that gems, stones, rocks and minerals
contain great power that can be magically directed
for various uses, such as psychic diagnosis and healing,
developing psychic abilities, astral projection, spirit
contact and channeling.”

4
Palm Reading
Christo examines her client’s right palm to tell them
about their love life, career and health. The life line, which
starts in the middle cul-de-sac between the thumb and
index finger and curves like a half moon, indicates the
length of one’s life, she says.
Witch hunters in Medieval Europe used early forms of
palmistry to identify pacts with the Devil, according to
the Encyclopedia Britannica. In the 20th century, palmistry
received renewed attention and interpretation by, among
others, followers of Carl Jung, the Swiss psychotherapist
who founded analytical psychology.
Robin Gile and Lisa Lenard, authors of The Complete Idiot’s
Guide to Palmistry, call the thumb the most important
finger in palmistry. The further back the top portion of
the thumb can be bent, the more easy going a person is.
If the thumb is fairly rigid, the person supposedly has a
stiff nature. Try it!
5
Astrology Reading
The positions of the moon, sun, planets and stars at the
time of our birth shape our personalities and can influence
our romantic relationships, as well as forecast the path
of our economic fortunes, Christo says. She prepares a
personalized astrology chart for each client. “Usually
around the new year, people are really interested in these
[readings],” she says.
The first recorded catalogs of astrology, a type of
divination, were found in ancient Mesopotamia. The
practice is rooted in the Babylonian science of omens,
explains Michael Baigent in his book, Astrology in Ancient
Mesopotamia. Archeologists have found a manual for
diviners from that time period. “The signs in the sky, just
as those on the earth, give us signals,” writes Baigent.
6
Tea Leaf Reading
The shape of leaves as they dissolve into tea reveals what’s
to come or what’s already happening, Christo says.
Tasseography, more commonly known as tea leaf
reading, is thought to date back to Ancient China,
according to Vicky Edwards, author of Tea: a Drink
with Jam and Bread. The practice also has roots in
Eastern Europe, Scotland and Ireland, writes Edwards.
In Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban, Professor
Trelawny reads the tea leaves in Harry’s cup and sees the
Grim, symbolizing grave danger.

•
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Geek Eats
By Tamarah Webb
Illustrations by Karina Rodriguez

Local blogger Yasmin Alesia and
her pop culture treats
Japanese-inspired fantasy foods beckon from Geek Grubs,
a whimsical blog filled with tantalizing treats. Sweets are
in every corner—cake, cookies and donuts—inspired by
Star Wars, Harry Potter, Disney princesses and superheroes.
But the delectable affair is just beginning.
It all started a year ago when Yasmin Alesia, 27, was
baking a birthday cake for Christina Rago, blogger of
Press Start to Play.
“She said, ‘Hey, you’re really good at this. Maybe you
should start doing geek-themed desserts,’” she recalls. “I
already had blog experience, so I started developing a
name, which took me a couple of weeks, but I came up
with Geek Grubs, and it just stuck.”
After sharing recipes for her homemade creations, Alesia

started baking for, and gaining inspiration from, gaming
blogs. The result is treats like Belle’s Champagne and
Rose’s Cupcakes.
Her goal was to keep the Japanese aesthetic alive by
making an edible form accessible to others who share
her passion. After she debuted her anime-inspired
food blog Geek Grubs at the 2015 Chicago Comic &
Entertainment Expo, she became a guru to more than
4,000 anime lovers seeking to replicate the dishes depicted
in their favorite video games, TV shows and movies.
On her site, this culinary creator depicts herself in pink
and teal cotton candy hair pinned into double sideponytails and topped with a miniature chef hat. But she is
not a professional baker.
When she’s not living in her delicious fantasy, she is
completing her degree at DePaul University. “If I could
have any superpower , it would be to stop time. I’m just
too busy,” she says. After graduation, she plans to continue
expanding the range and influence of Geek Grubs.

•
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“I want to cover a huge
fan base. I would say this
is a fantasy of my own.”

Photography courtesy of Yasmin Alesia

—Yasmin Alesia
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Monster
Queen
By Kirsten DeMass

Stephanie Masco transforms
beauties into beasts

“Stephanie is practically famous and known by tons of
people around the world,” says Matthew Partin, 18, a
volunteer actor at Amhurst Asylum. “For me to get my
makeup done by her is so awesome.”

Special effects makeup artist and former Face Off
competitor Stephanie Masco, 23, often can be found in
her garage, which doubles as her studio. Inside are two
long workbenches cluttered with face paint, makeup
brushes, energy drinks and cups of murky water. A plastic
mold of a man’s head rests in the corner, looking as though
it has been used one too many times.

A graduate of the American Academy of Art, Masco
majored in illustration. “When I picked out that school,
I was like dead set on doing illustration and comic book
art,” she says. “I still like drawing and it’s part of the mask
and prosthetic-making process—I can totally illustrate
something so I know what it’s going to look like before
I make it.”

Inside the studio, Masco applies a generous base coat of
white makeup to her model and looks down at her brush
belt. She reaches for a thin, black brush and begins work
on one rather complex cat eye—part of a look she calls
“dark swan,” a creature of her own imagination.

In addition to doing makeup, Masco recently launched
a makeup brush line, Haunt Essentials, with a set of 10
sleek and cruelty-free black brushes by cosmetic brush
company Crown Brush. “Makeup brushes are everything
that I look and do and see now,” she explains. The
collection premiered at the March 2016 TransWorld
Halloween and Attraction show in St. Louis, where
Masco and her fiancé sold masks and prosthetics. They
quickly sold out of brushes, and she is now fulfilling preorders to meet demand.

“I draw inspiration from a number of places, usually
from video games,” Masco says. “I’m big into the Silent
Hill series.”

“I didn’t think I was going to make it this far,” Masco says
about her time on the show. “I’m not going to lie; there
were some tears, but it was a good time.” She didn’t win
the competition, but that didn’t discourage her, and the
experience added to her reputation.

Haunt season—late August through early November—is
Masco’s busiest time. During peak season, she and her
team do the make up for as many as 60 volunteer actors
a night.
As she adds the final touches to her model—a dusting
of bright pink powder across the forehead and jawline—
Masco smiles and steps back to study her work, her
arms folded.
“I think I’m done,” she says, wiping her brush on a paper
towel. “It looks good!”

•

Photography by Steven Saylor

At 16, Masco started working as a makeup artist at
Statesville Haunted Prison in Crest Hill, Illinois. She
currently works on the makeup team at Amhurst Asylum
Haunted House in Valparaiso, Indiana, alongside her
fiancé. But what sets Masco apart from others in her
field is her time on Syfy’s television series, Face Off. The
Chicago native competed in season eight.
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Life, Actually
By Madison Lisle
Illustrations by Karina Rodriguez

What happens in WoW doesn’t stay in WoW
A lumbering warrior clad in iron and swinging an ax
comes into view from beyond crumbling castle walls
and piles of fallen enemies. He is ready to join his
clan and head into battle. No fear, no regrets. This
is what he has been waiting for all day. Charged
with the mission to commit and conquer, a tightly

woven group of creatures gather together to take
on beasts of mythic proportions. A wand-wielding
mage, a powerful wizard and a massive warrior take
their places for the ultimate battle. With masks of
analog text and screen names that only hint at their
true identities, anonymity is their true weapon.
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Relationships in WoW
mirror those offline:
friends, parents,
children, and siblings.

Griffin Edwards, 17, a shy, glasses-wearing high school
senior, has been playing World of Warcraft (WoW) since
seventh grade. He has seen many iterations of the classic
role-playing game originally released in 2004. With new
expansion packs added every few years to keep players
coming back, the game has grown with its fans.
This fantastic world, in which a player can become
anything, tends to attract kindred spirits—those seeking
an alternative reality where the problems of their real lives
don’t exist. “I felt a little helpless when I was in school
because I got picked on, but then in WoW I felt like I
could be a total badass,” Edwards says. “The character I
made is a Tauren warrior, so it’s a giant bulky thing with
huge armor and a giant ax. So it was maybe a little bit of
overcompensation.”
But Edwards didn’t just escape into the game; the game
became part of his real life, too, complete with community.
Because WoW is designed to integrate team work, in
the form of guilds, it fosters prolonged connections
between players. This means that staying in touch with
acquaintances, friends, and significant others on WoW is
essential—just as it is in any world.
Gaming researcher Chennan Liu, Ph.D., sees gaming
as a portion of people’s online lives, which complement
the world they inhabit offline. “With the technology
development, people can live very well with diverse online
resources,” says Liu, an assistant professor of social work
at Renmin University of China in Beijing.
Charlie Kuykendall, 24, an apprentice electrician, has
been playing WoW for almost eight years. What began
as just another online game soon became a way to cope
with his social anxiety. A self-proclaimed “hobbyist,”
Kuykendall has invested more time into this fantasy world
than the average gamer, and has found the structure of
the game facilitates connections between those who play
intensely. Daily WoW alerts and guild updates appear on
his smart-phone, allowing him to interact with virtual
friends from all over the world whether he’s at home, at
work or on the train.
Kuykendall credits WoW with helping him make new

friends. He has joined guilds, and even created some, in
the process achieving the kind of community-building he
finds difficult offline. “The recruitment process is really
difficult,” he admits. “There are way too many groups
that are looking for people.” For many players, this is a
welcome contrast to their experiences in the real world.
Not all the guilds last, in part because the real world has a
way of leaking into the game as well. Often a raid team—a
group of players whose goal is to work together to beat a
boss or level—will lose members because players leave for
real-life reasons: changing careers, or starting a family.
Because of this, some guilds are selective about whom
they accept. Much like employers, guild officers and raid
leaders will interview promising guild members. “They
even Skype call them if necessary,” says Kuykendall.
Although conversations between players often center
on planning their next raid or venting about the latest
expansion, interaction can often take a step into the real
world. Edwards recalls when he first started playing WoW
in middle school, one member of his guild became what
he calls his “WoW mom,” and the two of them talked
about issues completely unrelated to the actual game play.

echo

“I could talk to her but I couldn’t talk to my actual mom
about it. Me and my mom are close, but I don’t know why
I couldn’t tell it to her,” Edwards says.

These relationships
strengthen the guilds and
keep players coming back
not just for the game itself,
but for the people with
whom they interact.
At one point, their roles essentially reversed. Edwards’
WoW mom confided in him that she was having an
online affair and thinking about meeting the man in
person. Although he was still a pre-teen, Edwards advised
her to stay with her husband and family and work it out.
The two are still in touch, and Edwards says his WoW
mom and her husband are happily together.

Tyler Pace, a Ph.D. candidate in Human-Computer
Interaction and Design at Indiana University, says social
interactions like these were not planned into WoW, but
“more like a motivation born out of the mundane.”
“Players would start to reach out to other people that they
might see in game. Like, ‘We’re both bored to tears, why
don’t we start something together?’” Pace says.
However, Pace notes, the structure of WoW encourages
relationships to form. Video game designers include
forms of communication, promote interaction on game
forums and prompt forming relationships with activities
designed to encourage teamwork. He has found that
the relationships that form mirror the relationships
offline: friends, parents and children, and siblings. These
relationships strengthen the guilds and keep players
coming back not just for the game itself, but for the
people with whom they interact.
Pace finds this aspect of WoW intriguing and surprising.
“They will always find a new and interesting way to take
the thing you have provided to them, be it a game or a
website, and use it for ways you never thought would be
possible,” he says.

•
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The Shape of Things
By Spencer Hall

The geometric fantasies of
illustrator Zelda Galewsky

Galewsky’s work is characterized by geometric, almost
cubist figures, bright colors and warped imagery. “Whether
it be printmaking or other crafty types of work like collage
or cut-paper, that’s all compiled into what I think about
when I do my illustrations now,” she explains.

When Echo asked Galewsky to interpret her own fantasy
Galewsky’s vibrant colors and skewed imagery create
world in one small image, she created this self-portrait.
abstracted depictions of the world around her. Her
unusual style has helped the 22-year-old artist make a “I’m really interested in nature and the natural, fantastic
name for herself in Chicago’s alternative art community. patterns that occur throughout nature,” Galewsky says.
Her work has been featured in local galleries, including “I tried to allude to natural vegetation through shapes
without actually drawing them, as people know them,
Galerie F in Logan Square, and she has designed covers
representationally. It’s kind of just what I think about in
and illustrations for the Southside Weekly, New City and
my imagination when I try to create my illustrations.”
CIRCUS Magazine.

•

Illustration by Zelda Galewsky

At first glance, Zelda Galewsky’s fantasy portrait of
herself appears simple, almost as though anyone could
have drawn it. But take a closer look, and you’ll see the
thought and technique that goes into her work.

“It definitely sticks in people’s minds when your style is
completely unique and your own,” she says. “It doesn’t
hurt that it’s distinctive, and people remember it because
it’s different.”
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The Diz Quiz
By Dana Bisbee
Illustrations by Karina Rodriguez
Calling all Disnerds! Think you have the chops to tackle this challenge? All it
takes is faith, trust and a little bit of Disney knowledge. And of course, a hint
of pixie dust.

1

2

You’re stranded on a desert island with
one companion. You hope it’s...

Your roommate throws a wild party and
leaves you to clean the mess. Whom do
you call for help?

A. Piglet

C. Aladdin

B. Lilo

D. Captain Jack
Sparrow

A. Tigger

C. Cinderella

B. Mary Poppins

D. Woody

3

4

Aliens have suddenly invaded planet
Earth. Whom do you choose for your
partner in saving mankind?

You take the plunge and open your own
business. Whom do you choose as your
business partner?

A. Rapunzel

C. Simba

A. Donald Duck

C. Stitch

B. Buzz Lightyear

D. Snow White

B. Princess Aurora

D. Tiana

5

6

Finals are coming up and you have a
huge exam. Whom do you choose to be
your study buddy?

Your car breaks down in the middle of
nowhere. Whom do you call to come
pick you up?

A. Peter Pan

C. Hercules

A. Dory

C. Goofy

B. Minnie Mouse

D. Belle

B. Alice

D. Lightning 		
McQueen

Turn the page for
the answers →
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Quiz Answers
1

2

A.

It’s true that Piglet would be a loyal companion,
but he might be too frightened to be of actual help.
Pick again.

A.

Tigger’s bouncy, trouncy, flouncy, pouncy fun fun
fun fun fun might cause a much bigger mess than
you already have. Pick again.

B.

While Lilo would make for interesting company
and keep you on your toes, do you really want to be
marooned with a six-year-old? Pick again.

B.

Mary knows her stuff and would surely help make
the job a game—and isn’t that supercalifragilisticexpialidocious?

C.

Long before he was Prince Ali, fabulous he, Ali
Ababwa he was just plain old Al. This street rat’s
resourcefulness might just save your life.

C.

Although house work makes up the vast majority of
her résumé, Cinderella would invite her furry friends
to help do the job and now you’ve got a rodent
problem. Pick again.

D. Although this witty pirate has been marooned on an
island or two, good ol’ Captain Jack would just drink
all the rum and make you do all the work. Pick again.

D. Woody would volunteer as leader, but considering
his size, he wouldn’t be able to help much besides
getting into those small spaces. Pick again.

3
A.

While she is known for her frying pan-wielding
skills, Rapunzel’s long hair might slow you down or
tangle you up in some sticky situations. Pick again.

B.

Buzz has had his fair share of extraterrestrial
encounters, especially while protecting the galaxy
from the Evil Emperor Zurg. Good choice; make
sure you don’t accidentally turn on his Spanish mode.

C.

Although he is the King of Pride Rock now, Simba
has a long history of running away when the going
gets tough. Pick again.

D. If she was afraid of a few trees while running through
the forest, Snow White would definitely be afraid of
a few UFOs. Pick again.

4
A.

Donald is way too quick to anger and would
constantly argue over who the real boss is. Pick again.

B.

This briar rose is known to take long naps. After all,
she is a sleeping beauty. Pick again.

C.

Do we even need to explain why this is a bad idea?
Experiment 626 would quickly destroy everything.
Pick again.

D. Tiana’s work ethic would be a huge asset. Especially if
your business involves man-catching beignets.

6
5
A.

While he’s great in a fight against a few pirates, Peter
has no interest in responsibilities and would convince
you to go on an adventure instead. Pick again.

B.

Minnie is your number one gal if you’re looking for
a shopping buddy, but study buddy? No. Pick again.

C.

If you’re training for a triathlon, Hercules will help
you go from zero to hero real fast. If you’re trying to
pass calculus, call somebody else. Pick again.

D. Belle has made her way through a few libraries,
reading every book on the shelves. There isn’t a
question she couldn’t answer.

A.

Dory is an entertaining road trip partner, but she’d
get lost along the way. Plus, she’s a fish. Pick again.

B.

If you’re stranded in Wonderland, Alice is your goto girl. If you’re stuck along I-55, Alice might fall
down a rabbit hole on her way. Pick again.

C.

Goofy would love to help you. Gwarsh, he’d even
try to fix your car for you. Buuut, he would probably
end up rolling it off the side of the road. Pick again.

D. Lightning McQueen would surely float like a
Cadillac and sting like a Beemer and pick you
up in a jiffy. You’d be home faster than you can
say ka-chow!
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Prairie Home
			Companions
By Jaclyn Jerymn
Photography by Alex Harrell & Olivia Moore

Naper Settlement makes local
history come to life

There is a place where it is always 1893. Grover
Cleveland is president and every day when the
schoolmarm rings her bell, girls in pinafores and
boys in overalls file into a one-room schoolhouse
to learn reading, writing and arithmetic. It’s idyllic
and equally surreal, especially to the thoroughly
modern onlookers who line the walls. This is
no magnificent feat of time travel; it’s a period
schoolhouse in a living history museum.

25

This is Naper Settlement, a 12-acre outdoor history
museum in downtown Naperville. The kids in period
costume who dot the grounds through the months
of April to October are part of a volunteer program
called Juniors in Time. Their involvement exemplifies
the museum’s mission to take local history out of the
display case and make it wholly immersive, breathing
life into textbook material with the help of these
adolescent interpreters.
The grounds hold nine historical buildings, from a
traditional log cabin like the ones early Illinois settlers
built during the first waves of westward expansion, to
the stately Victorian eclectic Martin Mitchell mansion.
Built in 1883, the mansion was donated to the city by
Caroline Martin Mitchell in the 1930s.
Naper Settlement’s student volunteer program is
geared toward kids in fourth through seventh grade.
It is separated into two categories: Juniors on the
Green (grades four and five) and Juniors in Time
(grades six and seven). The Juniors in Time fall into
three categories, each representing a different time
period in Naperville history. The volunteers add life to
the museum experience that doesn’t go unnoticed by
museum patrons, especially those of the same age.

the blacksmith shop may be surprised to hear comparisons
between it and Home Depot, but that’s part of the way
Naper Settlement helps make connections.
At the museum, history starts in 1831. That’s when
Joseph Naper, along with his family and friends, rolled
their wagons into what would later become Naperville.
The Prairie volunteer group covers this period of
settlement and what chores children would be expected
to do around a log cabin, such as hauling water with a
yoke and bucket.
The history isn’t whitewashed. A miniature reproduction
of Fort Payne, which was built for defense during the
Black Hawk War, when tensions between local Native
American tribes and settlers were at an all time high,
sits on a gated playground next to a full-size covered
wagon. The complexity of this and other events isn’t
ignored. If visitors ask junior volunteers questions that
they don’t know how to answer, they are referred to
museum educators who are more knowledgable about
the subject matter.

“[When] a kid learns from another kid, there’s more of a
comfort level,” says Rachel Christian, a museum educator
for Naper Settlement. “It’s easier for a kid to approach
a kid than it is for a kid to approach an adult,” she says.
“They’re going to walk away remembering this old game
they learned how to play or a chore that they did.”

The Antebellum group focuses on life in the Midwest
leading up to and during the Civil War. The activities of
these volunteers center around town living. (Naperville
was incorporated as a village in 1857.) Volunteers play
with paper dolls, and toss and catch wooden hoops with
sticks called “Hoops and Graces.” Every time a hoop
ricochets off of a wall, someone ducks to avoid being
hit. A museum educator informs visitors that this was
considered an appropriate game for young ladies to play
inside their homes to learn about being graceful.

These Juniors have versatile skill sets; although they are
very well prepared to recite facts, they instead ask visitors
to join them in historical games and chores. The point is
not just to revive a fantasy of the past; the volunteers are
essential to bringing local history to life and bridging the
gap between the local area’s past and present. Visitors to

Moving from building to building, it’s impossible not to
catch glimpses of time passing and culture changing. It’s
evident in everything from clothing to activities. “[With
Antebellums], you’re not going to see the same chores
that the Prairies are doing, or you might see the same
chore but you’ll see how it improved,” says Christian.
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The point is not
just to revive a
fantasy of the past;
the volunteers are
essential to bringing
local history to life
and bridging the
gap between the
local area’s past
and present.

visitors, Junior volunteers are a community that keeps the
museum running. The program itself evolved from social
connections. The founders of the Naperville Heritage
Society and Naper Settlement often brought their
families along to help plan special events. This not only
became the basis of involving youth volunteers, but it also
started a tradition of passing volunteering on to others.
Toward the end of February, museum educators host
volunteer training sessions in the old white meeting house
on the grounds. Returning Juniors share their knowledge
of contemporary skills like logging into the computer
system, as well as traditional knowledge, like the need
for long hair to always be braided. They often bring new
recruits—friends and siblings they have convinced to join
in on the experience.
“The Juniors have so much fun, they want their friends to
come and join them so they’ll spread the word that way,”
says DeFalco. This is a recruitment tactic that has proven
just as effective as social media and newsletters.

In some ways, the Century interpreters are a bit glitzier.
Donna DeFalco, the public relations and social media
coordinator, compares the outfits that the Century junior
girls wear to American Girl doll Samantha Parkington.
Her Edwardian-style dresses are often trimmed in velvet
ribbons and show a hint of ankle. All Century volunteers
are expected to be well versed in Naperville life during
the turn of the 20th century. They play croquet and talk
excitedly about a brand new invention: the automobile.

Searching for appropriate antebellum-style dresses
on eBay or Etsy often can be expensive or fruitless. So
museum staff hold a clothing exchange where volunteers
who have outgrown their costumes can donate them
to new volunteers and find something new. It’s like a
reverse time machine; young teens enter in sneakers and
sweatshirts, and leave twirling around in hoop skirts.

“The first car ran at 30 miles an hour and had an electric
battery,” says Evan, a 12-year-old volunteer in his third
season at Naper Settlement, who has a fondness for
learning about history and wearing period costumes.
Evan hopes to continue working with the museum after
he gets too old for the Junior volunteer program.

As the training session winds down, the young volunteers
settle in to their seats in the schoolhouse to learn the
ground rules for demonstration school lessons. Older
children should help younger children find the correct
page in their reading primers. Those who misbehave will
be made an example of by the teacher. If everyone is good,
perhaps they can play a couple rounds of “hide the apple,”
unless the apple disappears. Once, they played with a
potato instead.

For Evan and others, stepping back in time may be part of
their path forward—an interesting element of their college
applications—but it’s also a social outlet. Although adult
volunteers provide the bulk of the specific information to

The volunteers giggle and shift around in anticipation.
As the weather warms up and the end of the school year
approaches in Naperville, there will always be children
itching to go back in time and back to school.

•
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Dream Jobs
By Madison Lisle
Illustrations by Jared Sawdey

Liz Garibay

Rachel Cherny

Pub historian and founder
of History on Tap

Owner of
Rachel Street Press

Age: 42

Age: 28

Doing this for: 14 years

Doing this for: 12 years

Job she left behind: Archeologist

Job she left behind: Retail

I have always been interested in bar culture. Listening
to the old-timers talk, you start to learn about a lot of
history. I wrote down the stories they shared with me, and
I ended up having a narrative of the past to the present. I
started doing it for fun; it was going to be a simple blog,
nothing too exciting. But I realized I had some really
valuable information, and History on Tap went from a
blog to a website.

For my 10th birthday I got my first set of business cards.
I always wanted to own a business.

I’m using alcohol as a way to look at history. I work
for myself. I do a lot of contract work for breweries.
I have one foot in the cultural world and one in the
craft brewery world. Working at the Chicago History
Museum, I needed to focus on making history fun.
Alcohol was the answer.
I still do my own pub tours around Chicago and on
international trips. Every bar, every culture is different.
You can’t really compare them. Every country is so unique;
you have to embrace the language, the culture, the food. I
live it up in every country I go to.

When I was in high school, I was looking for the easy
way out. When my parents asked me where I wanted to
go to college, I told them I decided not to go to college. My
parents did not like that answer. My punishment for not
wanting to go to college was to start college immediately,
at 16.
I started going to college at night for this graphic design
class, where I learned about lithography. My initial
thought was that I wanted to work on a printing press.
But I’m 5’2”. I’m not going to make it flinging paper in
a warehouse; no one was going to hire me because I’m
too tiny.
I started Rachel Street Press out of my house. At some
point, I decided I needed to get up before everyone, so I
wake up between 5 and 5:30 a.m. I do networking first
thing in the morning. The phones are ringing and I’m
picking up orders. Work time is for prospecting and filling
orders. We see all ends of the spectrum; we do wedding
invitations, we do mailers. We focus on how many orders
we make rather than how many dollars.
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Four careers you never knew you wanted
Meet four Chicago professionals who have
transformed their dreams into dream jobs

Erik Lothbrok

Sharon Bladholm

Pick-up artist and owner of
Coast to Coast Dating Coach

Stained glass artist and owner of
Opal Glass Studio

Age: 32

Age: 57

Doing this for: Nine years

Doing this for: 40 years

Job he left behind: Permission marketer

Job he left behind: Waitress

I have always been inexplicably drawn to women, a little
more than the average person. Got in trouble for bringing
a Playboy onto the bus as a kid. I didn’t know what it was,
but I knew it was taboo. My first love was amazing. When
it ended, I felt the mirror opposite of that: a pain I didn’t
even know existed. I went to Google and typed in, “How
do I get my girlfriend back?” That’s when I found the
pick-up artist community.

I started working with glass around 17 or 18; I learned
the basics from my boyfriend at the time. I used to say I
was the world’s worst waitress. It was hard for me to work
for someone else because I’ve worked for myself most of
my life.

There still is a lot of creepiness, a lot of weirdness in the
pick-up community. I’m not a white knight. I’m trying to
be a light in the darkness. I’ve worked with policemen,
psychiatrists—all different professions and ethnicities, all
age groups, all economic levels. I love helping people.
Guys think this is so complicated and it’s not. We have
to take the “ick” out of “pick-up,” and put the “art” back
into “artist.”

Half of the churches I restore are over 100 years old.
The church I’m restoring now, All Saints Episcopal at
Hermitage and Wilson, is from 1883. It has a beautiful
bell tower; it is quite historic. I work from photos or
drawings of the original glass.
I am working all the time making art for clients and
art galleries; it’s like two different sides of myself. One
side designs and makes requested art for customers and
the other side can be more creative. Clients request a
design and I create it, or someone will tell me to fill a
space and I have more freedom to make something new
and interesting.
I think different environments attract different kinds of
people. I have been going to the Amazon for many years. I
love rainforests and much of my artwork has been inspired
by them. I don’t have a degree from anywhere. I’ve learned
different techniques from different people along the way.
Schools are just one place to learn.

•
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Deliciously Deceptive
By Jenn Murphy

How food stylists create mouth-watering images
Picture it: a sizzling steak topped with a perfectly square piece of herbed
butter. An exquisite cheeseburger that’s just melty enough to get you hot and
bothered, but not too messy. A stack of pancakes covered in maple syrup that
looks as if it has been crafted by the breakfast gods themselves. The images of
food that we see in ads and on the covers of cookbooks and cooking magazines
often look too good to be true. That’s because they are.

“I had to build
the sandwich
using toothpicks
for stability...

Photography by Sam Kaplan | Food Styling by Johanna Brannan Lowe
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...and a paper towel
on the backside...

That sizzling steak is likely undercooked. Fully cooked
food can shrivel up and lose its shape and moisture. That
exquisite cheeseburger is probably held together by putty
or wax, or perhaps an expertly hidden skewer. And that’s
not maple syrup on that godly stack of pancakes. It’s
motor oil. Syrup doesn’t always photograph well.
These partly maniacal, partly genius tricks come from the
minds of professional food stylists. They’re the people
who make sure that the foods we see in various mediums
from print to TV look practically perfect in every way.
This can happen in a wide variety of ways, from the tactics
above to simply finding the perfect dining set to match a
festive fish taco.
Most food stylists start a new job with a list, supplied by
the client, of what shots the client hopes to get out of the
shoot. From there they create a shopping list and set out
to find the best of the best, food-wise. “My assistants or
myself will go to a place like Whole Foods and look at
[for example], the vine-ripened tomatoes,” says Michael
Deuson, a Chicago-based food and beverage stylist. “And
if they’re not right, we’ll go and talk to someone in the
produce area and ask them to bring out a fresh case and
we’ll sort through to find the nicest looking tomatoes.”

While so much of food styling is looking for the nicest
hamburger bun or the leafiest piece of spinach, many
food stylists are following the current trend of creating a
more “natural” product. “Clients want that natural look,”
says food stylist Carol Smoler. “They don’t want it to look
like everything was laid out perfectly and geometrically.
If you look at something like Bon Appetit and how it
was shot in the ‘80s versus how it’s shot today, they look
entirely different.”
Despite the more natural style being au courant, there are
still many different tricks and techniques used by stylists
to create that “naturally perfect” look. “Some stylists use
Pine-Sol on cheese singles when you’re doing a classic
kind of burger,” says Johanna Brannan Lowe, a food and
prop stylist. “You can paint Pine-Sol onto the cheese and
it will give it a slightly refreshed look. You have to be
kind of careful because it can discolor it, so a light hand
is necessary.”
At the end of the day, the decision to go natural or not is
mainly dependent on the interests of the client. “If the
client said I want you to to glue down every edge of this
tortilla, if the client wants it,” says Smoler. “You always
listen to the client.”

•

...plus the addition of
sauce piped in using a
small pipette.”
—Johanna Brannan Lowe,
food stylist
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Just Cos
By Kyle Kredt

Missed your chance to fangirl at a comic
convention? It’s not too late. Grab your
public transit pass and spend a day at
C2E2, where you might win the title of
Global Champion of Cosplay. Looking for
something outside your local scene? Road
trip to Gotham City for New York Comic
Con (C2E2’s affiliate con), or rub elbows
with the big shots at the star-studded,
cosplay-centric Comic-Con International:
San Diego.

Echo’s guide to comic conventions
Time to get ready to cosplay. First you:

Surf the web for
inspiration.

Usagi Tsukino (Sailor
Moon) invites you
out to eat before the
con starts.

Uh oh! You can’t find
the right colored wig!

Do it yourself ! Cut,
bleach, dye—nothing
is off the table.

Oh well. Maybe no
one will notice?

You accidentally shred
your tights by placing
them in the same bag
as your Wolverine
gloves. Nice job, bub.

Start looking up
tutorials on ways to
make a cardboard sword
look like metal.

Da na na na Batman!
Groot shouldn’t be that
hard of a costume to get
together, right? Right?!

April 2017
New York Comic Con
October 2016
Comic-Con International:
San Diego

Pass on the sweets and
watch Sailor Moon
chow down on donuts
as you eat a salad.

Practice your Captain
Jack Sparrow sword
fighting and crack
your sword in half.

Realize everyone
and their mother is
going as Deadpool.
Time for a new idea.

Chicago Comic &
Entertainment Expo

July 2016

Have a donut-eating contest
with her. The next time you
put on your costume, you hear
that dreaded ripping noise.

Buy another pair.

I don’t like tights
anyway. I’ll go
without.

Join a jiu-jitsu class to get
your #CosBod ready.

Head to Chinatown
to purchase a samurai
sword instead.

Decide it is time for the
world to know what your
cosplay costume looks
like. Which social media
platform do you go with?

Personal Facebook page.
#MomPleaseStopCommenting.
Professional Instagram.
#CosBoss.
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Plot Twist
By Taylor Scheibe
Illustrations by Karina Rodriguez

Fan fiction authors are creating
a genre all their own
Somewhere in the literary universe, Darth Vader is alive
and spending some much-needed quality time with his
children. Edward Cullen and Bella Swan are having kinky,
superhuman sex. Hermione Granger and Draco Malfoy
are happily married. These revamped—pun intended—
and often misunderstood pop-culture “fanfics” are just
a few clicks away and free for our reading pleasure, guilty
or not.
Olivia Gardner, 28, is one of the minds behind the genre.
It’s 6 a.m. on Chicago’s far north side and Gardner is
typing at her desk, which is plastered with a rainbow of
sticky notes. Reference photos of her favorite characters
and locations are taped to her office window. Gardner,
who works under the moniker Olivia Janae, is a fan fiction
author who takes characters and plot lines from books,
TV shows and movies and reinvents them, oftentimes
satisfying an itch to bring a dead character back to life or
create a new love interest. She is part of a growing online

subculture of fan fiction writers who are defining the
genre and inspiring publishers who are eager to tap into
the wallets of its audience.
Fan fiction has had considerable success in recent years.
In 2013, leading fan fiction website archiveofourown.org
became the first fan fiction website on Time magazine’s
annual list of 50 Best Websites. After, Anna Todd’s reallife fan fiction about boy band One Direction, has more
than 370 million reads on online publishing platform
Wattpad, and in 2014 was published in print by Simon
& Schuster.
Fifty Shades of Grey started as fan fiction of the novel
Twilight. Author E.L. James didn’t find it plausible that the
famous vampire-human couple didn’t have sex throughout
the first three novels. So she wrote a story in which they
had frequent, rough sex. The book sold more than 100
million copies worldwide, according to amazon.com.
Pride and Prejudice and Zombies, which gained traction
first as a novel and then as a major motion picture, is a fan
fiction of Jane Austen’s classic novel, Pride and Prejudice.
Suddenly, fan fiction doesn’t seem fringe anymore. Rather,
it seems like a pretty good investment.
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The business of fan fiction
Fan fiction writers are to the publishing industry what
entrepreneurs are to the world of business; the business
model may change, but the goal is still to make money.
From the seemingly ageless sequel magnet, Superman,
to the world of Oz explored in Gregory Maguire’s
novel Wicked, fan fiction is nothing new; rather, it’s
a democratization of the sequel business—everyone
can do it.
Morgan Davies, a 26-year-old freelance editor, used
Kickstarter to launch Big Bang Press, a small publisher
that helps fan fiction authors become bona fide,
printed novelists.
“It’s ridiculous that no one’s done this before,” says Davies
from her desk in New York City. “This was a huge well of
untapped potential. What we wanted to do was showcase
their ability as writers by giving them the opportunity to
write books that were original.”

all,” says Gardner. “I don’t like Disney. I don’t like fairy
tales. I don’t like stories about true love.” But Once Upon A
Time had Gardner rooting for true love again.

Gardner has another answer for anyone wondering why
fan fiction is so popular: lack of representation. The
invisibility of LGBTQ couples in popular media inspires
some fan fiction authors to reach for their keyboards, she
Fan fiction authors have a built-in social media model,
says. “We are here. We are watching. We are part of the
Davies adds. “There is no reason why—as a writer—you
show. We give the show money through our merchandise;
should be good at selling yourself and schmoozing with
we give them viewings,” says Gardner, shaking her head.
people digitally or in person,” she says. “But, increasingly,
“We deserve to be represented.”
that’s something that’s necessary as an author. It’s
something that you have to do.” This makes fan fiction
In an unofficial fan fiction census, compiled in 2013 by
writers, with their dedicated online audiences, highly
one dedicated Tumblr user, “destinationtoast,” nearly
valuable to publicists, producers and publishers looking
half of the fan fiction stories on archiveofourown.org
to sell to fandoms.
are categorized as male/male pairings, while fan fiction
stories with heterosexual
Spoiler alert: not all of them
pairings accounted for only 20
know what they’re doing.
percent of stories.
“Most people in publishing
don’t really understand how
“It’s a big reminder that, as a gay
the internet and fan fiction
person, I am—in quotes here—
work at all,” says Davies. Big
‘not normal,’” says Gardner.
Bang Press knows where and
“We are still, in so many eyes,
how to look for budding ausecond-class citizens.”
thors. “We had the advantage
Fan fiction is an escape from
of being familiar with the
daily hardships, says Gardner.
community.”
On her Facebook page, she
Gardner didn’t always have a
shares one fan’s touching
passion for fan fiction writing.
response: “I just got a message
“[I thought] it was going to
from someone saying that
be a bunch of 14-year-olds writing cute love stories or
they have been in the hospital with their wife all night
wholly inappropriate stories I didn’t want to read from a
and they aren’t sure they can make it through another
14-year-old,” she says. “And that is out there, definitely. day of waiting for her to wake up...then they started
I’ve come across it.” But the world of fan faction proved
reading my story and for a little while, they felt a little
far deeper and richer than she imagined. “I feel like I
bit better,” she wrote.
kind of tripped and fell and entered this whole other
“I used to be embarrassed, but I’m not embarrassed
world,” she says.
anymore,” she says. “How many people can say that
Gardner has published 11 stories on fanfiction.net and
they’ve been able to touch somebody like that, even if
archiveofourown.org, two of the leading fan fiction
it’s just for a few minutes? Fan fiction gave that to me.”
websites. She is most active in the non-canon SwanQueen
Unfortunately, not all of her feedback is positive. “Every
fandom for the TV show Once Upon a Time, which
day I have somebody in my inbox, not only calling me
romantically links the show’s two main characters: Emma
delusional, but telling me to jump off a bridge,” she says.
Swan, the town savior, and Regina, a reinterpretation of
Most of the hate comes from anti-SwanQueen fans, who
the Evil Queen from Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs.
are sorely and vocally opposed to the romantic pairing of
“[The show] was not what I thought it was going to be at
the show’s two leading women.
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The morality clause
Not every author appreciates fans publishing new stories
based on their original work. “It’s a lazy way to go when
you’re just taking my characters,” Game of Thrones author
George R.R. Martin told reporters at a 2013 media
conference in Brisbane, Australia. “I recognize that it’s
an act of love, [but] I would rather they make up their
own characters and their own stories and not just borrow
my world.”
Davies counters that most fan fiction stories are original
enough to stand alone, especially those that take place in
alternate universes. What is Once Upon A Time, if not a
fan fiction of our favorite fairy tales?
“So much of what a book or a movie is, is how people
experience it,” says Davies. “When you’re sitting in
a movie theater [experiencing] a film, it could be
completely different than the person sitting next to
you. I think fan fiction, in a way, is almost the concrete
manifestation of that experience.”
For anyone still wondering how fan fiction is allowed
under copyright law, Maryam Fakouri, intellectual
property librarian at Columbia College Chicago, breaks
it down like this: “There is a space of copyright law that

How to speak like a
professional fangirl
Similar to how fans fuse the names of their favorite
celebrity couples like Brangelina or Kimye, fans also fuse
the names of their favorite fictional couples from popular
media. Take, for example, Bedward: Edward Cullen and
Bella Swan from Stephanie Meyer’s Twilight; or Peeniss:
Peeta Melark and Katniss Everdeen from Suzanne
Collins’ The Hunger Games. Fans call these canon and
non-canon relationships “ships”—a term rumored to have
been inspired by singer Dido and her sorrowful lyrics in
the song “White Flag.” As the song goes, “I will go down
with this ship. I won’t put my hands up and surrender.”
When writers or producers kill off one or both of the
characters on the ship, the ship sinks. “Shippers” further
bridge the gap between fantasy and reality by pairing
characters from different fandoms. Jelsa ( Jack Frost from
Dreamworks’ Rise of the Guardians and Elsa from Disney’s
Frozen) and Daeragorn (Daenerys Targaryen from Game
of Thrones and Aragorn from J.R.R Tolkien’s The Lord of
the Rings) are both wildly popular non-canon ships in the
world of fandom. Here at Echo, we are fluent in fangirl.
Here are 15 of our favorite canon and non-canon ships.

allows free expression,” she says. “It allows people to use
copyright protected work for what we consider socially
beneficial purposes.”
That space is called fair use, and it’s as grey as a
thunderstorm on a foggy day. However, says Fakouri, the
more you use of an original work, the less fair it is.
Until recently, fan fiction was also non-commercial;
writers weren’t paid for their work. But recent efforts
to capitalize on fan fiction through self-publishing
platforms are changing that. Amazon Kindle Worlds
now makes it possible for fan fiction writers to choose
from 57 licensed fictional universes in various mediums,
and write stories within the guidelines for profit.
Gardner doesn’t expect to be paid until she’s produced
and published an original manuscript. “Fan fiction walks
a grey area,” she says. “I have had people write fan fiction
on my fan fiction, which is a strange concept.”
The question remains: what does original mean any more?
“Everything is based off of something,” says Gardner. “If
we could never have a story similar to anything that
resembled Romeo and Juliet, then where would fiction
be?” She throws up her hands, laughing. “There’s only so
much we can do.”
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Rory Gilmore + Jess Mariano
from Gilmore Girls
Marlin + Dory
from Finding Nemo
Fox Mulder + Dana Scully
from The X-Files
Watson + Sherlock
from Sherlock
Emma Swan + Captain Hook
from Once Upon A Time
Princess Bubblegum +
Marceline the Vampire Queen
from Adventure Time
Khaleesi + Khal Drogo
from Game of Thrones
Sailor Moon + Tuxedo Mask
from Sailor Moon
Claire + Frank Underwood
from House of Cards
Jack Sparrow + Elizabeth Swan
from Pirates of the Caribbean
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Inside Improv
By Spencer Hall

Insights from sketch comedians
Improvisational comedy may appear effortless, but
getting the chance to perform at venues like the
Mainstage Theater at The Second City takes years of
sweat and tears.
The Second City Mainstage performers Chelsea
Devantez, 30, and Daniel Strauss, 30, and musical
director Jacob Shuda, 28, have been in the improv
trenches. They’ve endured national tours on a daily
stipend, and lived on a cruise ship performing the same
sketches for months at a time. Most recently, they’ve
performed six nights a week on the Chicago Mainstage,
including last year’s revue, “Panic on Cloud Nine,” and
their current production, “Fool Me Twice, Déjà Vu.”
Echo spoke with Devantez, Strauss and Shuda about the
misconceptions many people have about improvisational
and sketch comedy, as well as some of the challenges
facing up-and-coming performers.

•

Musical Director

Performer

Performer
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Met
			 On
		Set
The psychology behind
“showmances”
By Jenn Murphy
Photoillustrations by Ashley Hentrich
Go to any grocery store checkout aisle, and you’ll
see them: rows and rows of glossy magazine covers
promising all the sordid details of every celebrity
relationship. Thousands of blogs and countless
daily conversations around the proverbial water
cooler are dedicated to the subject. There’s just
something about the lifestyles of the rich and
famous that keeps people coming back for more.

“Weddings, divorces, deaths and babies always sell the
most magazines and get the most clicks on websites,”
says Rob Shuter, creator of the Naughty Gossip blog and
former executive editor of OK! Magazine. “These life
moments that are really big in regular people’s lives are
exactly the same in the lives of celebrities.”
When these magazines recount the juicy origins of celebrity
hookups and breakups, the phrase “met on set” is often used.
Actors who play romantic leads on screen often find love
with their co-stars off-screen as well.
Is there something in the water in Hollywood, or is there
a more logical reason behind why Brad and Angelina, and
Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton, couldn’t get enough
of each other, even after the cameras stopped rolling?
Some say that love is a drug. While that may sound
like the kind of lofty descriptor frequently found in a
Taylor Swift song, according to Ty Tashiro, author of
The Science of Happily Ever After: What Really Matters
in the Quest for Enduring Love, it’s not too far from the
truth. When someone is falling in love, he says, their
brain “looks like [it’s] on cocaine. I try not to exaggerate
things, but it’s actually not too much of an exaggeration.”
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Tashiro says falling in love causes two main areas of the
brain to light up: the amygdala and the prefrontal cortex.
The amygdala, Tashiro explains, is “a place where a lot of
primal emotions reside,” whereas the prefrontal cortex
specializes in social reasoning. The activity of these two
parts of the brain causes the lust and liking that Tashiro
says result in falling in love more than 80 percent of the time.
This process may occur naturally, but Tashiro says it also
can be triggered by things other than love, especially in
the case of actors. He speaks specifically of a phenomenon
social psychologists call “misattribution of arousal,” in
which someone can incorrectly attribute a feeling or
emotion to a specific cause.
Tashiro recalls a study where a research assistant had
conversations with men who were standing on a tall, rickety
bridge and a lower, solid bridge. When the men were on
the tall, rickety bridge—a somewhat scary environment—
they had more feelings of attraction toward women than
the men who were on the solid bridge. “Something as
simple as heart rate—being physiologically aroused—is

enough to confuse people,” says Tashiro. “If [someone]
were making out with somebody in some hot sex scene, I
think it would be a lot easier to have a misattribution in
that kind of case.”
Proximity also can fuel these relationships. Actors can
spend weeks, if not months, isolated on a set with their
co-stars. That closeness can play a significant role in who
ends up with whom. “People partner up with people that
they are in close, proximal space to,” says Tashiro. “Which
is really not that romantic, but if you look at studies [of
what causes people to fall in love], they say, ‘Well, maybe
it’s matching personality, maybe it’s matching interest or
matching occupations,’ whatever. It all gets washed out
by proximity.”
While all of these psychological factors can certainly
contribute to a “met on set” romance, there’s another, everpresent element to keep in mind. “A lot of couples are not
together and are just put together by publicists, agents
and managers,” says Shuter. They are taking advantage
of our desire to believe that the couple on screen is a

Famous "showmances"
throughout the years
1942

1944

1963

1990

Katharine Hepburn &
Spencer Tracy

Humphrey Bogart &
Lauren Bacall

Elizabeth Taylor &
Richard Burton

Nicole Kidman &
Tom Cruise

A classic old-Hollywood
couple, Hepburn and
Tracy met on the set of
Woman of the Year and
went on to have a 25-year
love affair (and star in
nine movies together),
during which Tracy
was married to another
woman. “[Celebrity
journalism] was more
subtle back then,” says
Shuter. “Celebrities could
still have secrets.”

An early predictor of
the May-to-December
romances that often are
the talk of the town in
Hollywood, Bacall was
only 19 when she met
44-year-old Bogart on
the set of To Have and
Have Not. As it did with
many movie star couples
of the time, the studio
used their relationship to
their advantage. “Often
romances were leaked and
disclosed to sell movie
tickets,” says Shuter.
“This was a time when we
wanted to see celebrities
at their most glamorous.”

A relationship rife with
drama and scandal, Liz
and Dick met on the set of
Cleopatra and went on to
get married and divorced
not once, but twice. “We
didn’t just see them get
together, we saw them
fight,” says Shuter. “This
was the first celebrity
couple that really had a
foot in the modern era.”

Long before Tom Cruise
was jumping on Oprah’s
couch about Katie
Holmes, he was in one
of Hollywood’s most
mysterious relationships
with Nicole Kidman, his
co-star in Days of Thunder.
“We still don’t know
what happened in that
relationship,” says Shuter.
“They still keep those
secrets very, very tight.”
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couple in real life. “Often, when couples are romantically
involved in movies, it can be easy to speculate that they’re
dating in real life,” Shuter says.
Shuter suggests viewers be skeptical of couples who look
a little too put-together while running basic errands in
paparazzi photos. “If they look a little too perfect, if their
hair is too perfect and they’re wearing Gucci instead of
Gap, it’s probably staged,” says Shuter. Despite the many
psychological elements that can play a part in a real
romantic relationship, sometimes all that’s needed for
“true love” in Hollywood is the potential for publicity.

•

“If they look a little too perfect, if their hair
is too perfect and they’re wearing Gucci
instead of Gap, it’s probably staged.”
			

—Rob Shuter, blogger & editor

2007

2008

Angelina Jolie &
Brad Pitt

Robert Pattinson &
Kristen Stewart

What is there to say about
this couple, who met on the
set of Mr. and Mrs. Smith,
that hasn’t already been
written countless times
in every celebrity gossip
magazine? A relationship
born out of scandal
(Pitt was still married
to America’s sweetheart,
Jennifer Aniston, when
rumors of him and Jolie
began), these two have
continued to stay strong
and capture the public’s
attention. “The celebrity
magazine and gossip
columns just eat these two
up,” says Shuter. “We can’t
get enough of them.”

It seemed like the reign
of this Hollywood power
couple, who met and
dated while filming the
Twilight franchise, would
never end. But once the
couple split in 2012,
the public’s interest in
their private lives faded.
“They were sort of joined
together in fame,” says
Shuter. “They’re certainly
still very popular, but
they’re not getting
magazine covers like they
used to.”
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Going Under
By Shanice Harris
Illustration by Edgar Rios

Eliminating the myths
about hypnosis
When you think of hypnosis, perhaps you picture yourself lying on
a brown leather couch while a lady in wire-framed glasses waves a
pocket-watch in front of your face and says, “You are getting sleeeeepy.”
Little to none of that is accurate.
Hypnotherapy has been used as a therapeutic technique in Western
culture since the late 1770s. Frank Mesmer was the first to scientifically
study the practice, and is known today as the founder of modern
hypnosis. Doctors and neuroscientists still aren’t sure exactly how and
why it works to aide individuals in overcoming addiction, trauma and
other ailments, but it’s become an accepted medical practice.
Echo spoke with David Spiegel, professor and associate chair of
psychiatry at Stanford University, about what we think and what we
know about hypnosis.

Fantasy vs. Reality
1

Hypnosis is mind control.
You lose your “free will.”
False: During hypnosis, you are highly focused, so you
can either intensify or reduce your perception of different
sensations and events. For example, if you relate pain to
a distressing event in your life, hypnosis can help you
change that association.
2

Only the weak can be hypnotized.
False. About two thirds of people receive some
benefit from hypnosis, but the other third just are not
hypnotizable. People who are hypnotizable have more
coordinated activity between two parts of the brain:
the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex (the part of the brain
that helps us carry out activities) and the dorsal anterior
cingulate gyrus (which helps us decide what to pay
attention to and what to ignore).

3

It’s just a party trick.
False. Hypnotherapy has been proven to help individuals
reduce or control pain, control anxiety, relax during
medical procedures, stop smoking and lose weight. It can
also assist individuals in dealing with trauma or posttraumatic stress disorder.
4

Hypnosis can be harmful.
True. During a hypnotherapy session, some people may
become upset while in an intense hypnotic state, but the
harm isn’t permanent.
5

A therapist swings a pocket watch
in front of your face.
False. No pocket watches are involved. Movies and
television shows created the correlation of hypnosis to
pocket watches. This simply isn’t true.
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Locker Room
Lowdown
By Spencer Hall

The not-so-fantastic lives of
independent wrestlers

When wrestlers face off in the middle of the ring,
their raging in-ring personas grappling under the
spotlight in colorful tights, wrestling may seem
glamorous. But for independent wrestlers—those
who aren’t paid professionals with salaries and
sponsorships—life outside the ring is at least as
challenging. These dedicated athletes spend hours
on the road, working several jobs and facing lifethreatening injuries that the shouting crowds know
nothing about.

Photograph by Matt Tucker

Christian Rose

“Wrestling is a very expensive
hobby, but if you work very
hard, it can become a lowpaying job.”
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Matt Madison

Photograph by Jamie Hall

Matt Madison, 21, is a La Vergne, Tennessee-based
traveling salesman by day and half of the “Elements
of Wrestling” duo by night. Madison, who only wears
blue wrestling tights and high-top boots in the ring,
understands the importance of character, but reminisces
about the old days when wrestling was regarded as more
about action than show.
“Back in the day, wrestling was portrayed as real,”
Madison says. “When it came out that wrestling was
just a show [in the ‘90s], everybody jumped ship and
jumped on it saying, ‘It’s fake,’ and, ‘It’s just men
running around in tights that aren’t even touching each
other.’ It doesn’t really make sense to me how people
can be so behind these movies and shows, and talk so
much trash about professional wrestling.”

“My character is just
somebody that I would
absolutely hate.”
Photograph by Jack Edinger

Stevie Fierce

Senise, who earns all his income wrestling, knows he might
not be the most beloved wrestler in the independent circuit,
but there is no denying his self-described “douche bag”
persona gets a reaction out of the fans, for better or worse.

In the grand tradition of “The Heartbreak Kid” Shawn
Michaels and “Ravishing” Rick Rude, wrestlers known “My character is just somebody that I would absolutely
for their pretty-boy personas and braggadocio, Freelance
hate,” Senise says. “I see glimpses of him in myself, but
Wrestling’s Steven Senise, 24, better known by his in- it’s in a way where I say to myself, ‘Well if I actually did
ring persona Stevie Fierce, falls right into character.
that in real life, people would hate me.’”

echo

Kaden Sade
Kaden Sade, 21, a Smyrna, Tennessee-based wrestler
and the other half of “Elements of Wrestling,” is known
for his technical wrestling skills and intense work ethic.
Decked out in red tights and black boots, Sade knows the
toll the sport can have on the body.

Sade, a door-to-door salesman who recently became a
father, says fatherhood has given him a new perspective
on wrestling. In the past, he could do all of the highflying moves he wanted without having anybody at home
worrying about a broken leg or sore back. Now he admits
that while he does put his all into putting on a good show
for fans, his health is always in the back of his mind.

Photograph by Zachary Johnston

“Each time we step into the ring, we have a chance of “I have three people now that want me to make it: my
becoming crippled,” Sade says. “Every match we take, girlfriend, my mom and my little girl,” Sade says. “I have
there’s a chance we can end up in a wheelchair or die.” to amp something up now.”

“Each time we step into
the ring, we have a
chance of becoming
crippled.”

Blair Spikes
Blair Spikes, 30, is better known by his ring name,
Bolt Brady. He is a crowd-pleaser. Six feet tall and 200
pounds, with a spiked-up blonde mohawk and plenty of
charisma, Spikes has been a fixture in the independent
wrestling scene for nine years, but he makes his living as
a restaurant server.
No slouch in the muscle department, Spikes recognizes
the importance of having the “superhero physique” many
wrestlers strive for. “I think that is the aspect of the
business that will always stick around,” says Spikes. “It’s
something kids can look at and go, ‘Wow, look at that.’
You don’t want it to be something a kid looks at and says,
‘Oh, that looks like what dad looks like when he wakes
up in the morning.’”

•
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Gaze,
Interrupted
By Alex Harrell & Jaclyn Jermyn
Illustrations by Jasmin Brown

1958

2013

Directed by Alfred Hitchcock

Directed by Spike Jonze

In this classic Hitchcock thriller, James Stewart plays
John Scottie Ferguson, a retired detective with an extreme
fear of heights and a bad case of vertigo from almost
plummeting off a roof to his death in a police chase.
When an old college friend asks Scottie to follow his wife,
Madeleine, and report on her behavior, stalking, weird
erotic subtext and death ensue.

Joaquin Phoenix plays Theodore Twombly, a futuristic,
middle-aged hipster with high-waisted pants and a name
that is difficult to say even when sober. Boy meets girl—
or rather, boy meets a digital operating system named
Samantha, voiced by Scarlett Johansson. Although we
never see Samantha, her disembodied voice is just bubbly
and breathy enough that the audience knows she’s hot.
It’s important that she’s hot because perpetual nice guy
Theodore likes sex and while in the throws of a divorce,
he hasn’t been having a lot of it. Who knew an artificial
intelligence movie needed to have so many sex scenes?

Now, if only Scottie had fallen off that roof. Then his
trusty gal-pal, Midge, would be free to build her empire
designing elaborate strapless bras without him always
drinking and sulking in the corner. We’re thankful she had
the sense to call off their engagement. We would be saved
the hero complex Scottie gets from fishing Madeleine out
of the San Francisco Bay. Also, Madeleine would never
wake up naked in Scottie’s bed without any context or
explanation. That’s a scene we could all do without.

If Amy Adams, who plays the quiet documentarian who
lives downstairs, replaced Phoenix, maybe Her would
instead be a great allegory about female friendship in the
digital age. The pair would still be free to discuss dead
philosophers and hang out at the beach together—things
we would be happy to do with our best friends, even if
they happen to live in “the cloud” and lack a proper body
to hug when we get sad. Plus, if these things changed, the
movie would be a lot more beautifully platonic and we
would all feel a little more comfortable watching it with
our parents in the room.

echo

Four movies rewritten
Film critic Laura Mulvey coined the concept of “the male gaze” in 1975 to
explain how films often center around the viewpoints of men—whether it
is the perspective of the audience, the characters or the person behind the
camera. While some critics claim that movies have moved beyond the male
gaze, Hollywood proves otherwise. Of the 20 top-grossing films of 2015, only
one director was a woman. And it was Fifty Shades of Grey.
As two women who happen to love movies, we’ve deconstructed, re-cast and
re-thought the major plot points of four popular movies in hopes of averting
the male gaze and the cringe-worthy moments that come with it.

1999

2013

Directed by Roger Kumble

Directed by Abdellatif Kechiche

Ryan Phillippe plays rich kid Sebastian Valmont, who
enjoys tricking girls into sleeping with him, while Sarah
Michelle Gellar plays his step-sister, Kathryn Merteuil,
who enjoys psychologically tormenting her private school
peers. Together, this gruesome twosome embodies the
teenage angst of being beautiful, privileged white people.
And then there’s Selma Blair’s character, Cecile Caldwell,
the loser virgin too naïve to navigate high school. That is,
until Kathryn vows to use Cecile as revenge and Sebastian
sexually assaults her. One thing leads to another, and our
doe-eyed virgin has her first orgasm. And boy does she
want more! In minutes, Cecile’s character is transformed
from “dumb prude” to “annoying slut.”

Who better to direct a lesbian romance than a
heterosexual male? As John Berger once said, “Men look
at women; women watch themselves being looked at.”
This voyeuristic French film is a faultless reminder of who
it is really envisioned for. Spoiler: It’s not women. Adèle
Exarchopoulos plays a voracious teenager going through
puberty who falls in love with trope lesbian artist Emma,
played by Léa Seydoux. This queer coming-of-age tale
attempts to explore the trials and tribulations of young
love, but is too distracted by the male perspective to have
any substance.

Cruel Intentions clings hard and fast to the trope that guys
only want to sleep with girls, and girls only want to get
inside other girls’ heads. If you’ve set foot inside a high
school cafeteria in the past 20 years, you know that those
tropes can lead to real-life damage. Did their New York
City prep school lack a good guidance counselor? Maybe
the addition of a wise principal character—we suggest
Ralph Fiennes—would have helped these kids stay out
of each other’s pants and on a healthy path to college.
Or rehab.

The movie’s source material, a graphic novel of the same
name by Julie Maroh, leans heavily on the ideas of youth
and subversion in the shadow of intense homophobia.
While no great movie adaptation follows a book exactly,
we think Kechiche and his team could have done a great
service to the global queer community by focusing less
on how hot he finds lesbian sex, and highlighting the
very real fear of queer culture in Europe. It’s important
to note that Kechiche made the bizarre decision to
alter Exarchopoulos’ character’s original name from
Clementine to her own name, Adèle. If Kechiche
spent less time constructing his version of realism, the
objectification of Adèle’s experience wouldn’t be as
clearly contrived.

•
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I really do!
By Zareen Syed
Photography by Stephanie Falaschetti
& Jared Sawdey

Dispelling the myths about
arranged marriages
Recently, I overheard a conversation between my
father and my uncle. “No, no, she doesn’t want
to,” my father politely said, standing up for my nomarriage-until-career clause. “She’s not ready yet.”
My uncle in India had met a decent boy, probably
an engineer, and was asking my father if we’d
be interested. And no, this wasn’t the first time
such a situation arose. It’s because marriage is a
family affair in Indian culture, especially when the
process is attached to the mysterious descriptor:
arranged.

Arranged marriages are not obligatory by any means,
but they are typical and “by the book.” My parents had
an arranged marriage. So did my grandparents—even
my brother. When I first told a group of friends this,
they cautiously asked if the first time my brother met
his wife was the wedding day. (The answer is no.) But I
get it. I, too, am constantly baffled by the whole process,
despite having attended more than a dozen Indian
arranged weddings.
Arranged marriages may not be as fantasy driven as
falling in love and then saying “I do.” Shouldn’t a couple
meet and fall in love before deciding to get married? But
my cousin and his wife, as well as other couples in the
many cultures in which arranged marriages are tradition,
make the case that marriage can come before love.
And it’s really not just an Indian thing. Dig a little deeper
and you could argue that most marriages are more
arranged than we realize.

What’s love got to do with it?
“One, two, three, four—no wait, yes four-and that day
we went to the mall with my sister—11, 12?” Annum
Qureshi, 28, who has been married to my cousin, Amir
Syed, for eight months, is counting the number of times
they met before their wedding day. They look at each
other and laugh, realizing 14 meetings is actually very
generous for arranged marriages.
“The first meeting, we met in my living room, on
Valentine’s Day, with both of our parents there,” Annum
says. It’s not uncommon to endure many awkward
minutes before talking to your potential future spouse.
“The whole time I was talking to her parents, her brother,
her sisters,” Amir, 29, remembers. “She wasn’t even
looking at me!”
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It’s 7 p.m. on a Sunday. Annum fixes her glasses, quickly
explaining why she’s a “mess.” If I didn’t know them, I’d
never guess they only met a year ago.

top picks. “If you have a good understanding with your
parents, the process is smoother,” she explains. “Ultimately,
they’re your spokesperson for the difficult topics.”

The classic first meeting in an arranged marriage
happens between both families, not just the individuals.
After all, marriage is a social and a financial contract
with implications that go beyond the two people tying
the knot. Annum’s five siblings and Amir’s two, as well
as their parents, had a vested interest in the marriage
working out in the long run.

When Annum’s profile came up, Amir essentially swiped
right. “I liked her at first sight! Loved her at first sight,” he
says. Annum laughs at her hopelessly romantic husband.
Their mothers agreed to meet the following Saturday, and
Annum and Amir got married five months later.
Pamela Regan, Ph.D., a professor of psychology at
California State University, Los Angeles, argues that
all relationships are arranged to some degree. “I always
tell people [that] it’s no different, to some extent, than
using a computer match: match.com, eHarmony. You’re
trusting another entity, whether it’s a computer algorithm
or your best friend or a family member,” she says. “The
arranged marriage system says, ‘Look, the spark is not that
important. It may come, but in terms of making the initial
commitment, make it based on other things,’ ” she says.
These things include practicality and socioeconomic
factors as well as age and location. “It’s not just the looks,”
says Annum, recalling the first time she looked at Amir’s
biodata. “It’s the whole package.”
“Most importantly for me, it’s faith-based,” adds Amir. He
was looking for someone to share his spiritual journey
with. “In Islam, there are so many boundaries that you
can’t cross,” Amir says. “My mom would have freaked out
if I was like, ‘Oh, I’m in love with a girl!’ Rather than the
process of [her] finding a bride for me.”
When Amir explained arranged marriage to his coworkers,
he used LinkedIn as an analogy, as the process was similar
to finding a dream job.

Amir & Annum

Amir’s experience with arranged marriage began with
him networking through the mosque, and then trying
what he calls the “social internet type of way” on Muslim
matrimonial websites. “It was more or less people trying
to date,” he recalls. “It wasn’t serious.” So he asked his
mother to connect him with a matchmaker to try the
traditional route.

“If I meet someone because
my best friend says, ‘I think
you should meet this guy, he’s
great,’ that is arranging.”
—Pamela Regan,
psychology professor

		

“But that’s the point,” Annum counters. “I’m observing his
interactions with my parents and how he gets along with
elders in general because that’s important.”

The matchmaker began recruiting potential partners for
Amir and emailing him their “biodatas”—essentially,
information about each woman and her family, along with
It’s important not just to Annum, but to anyone. “You look
a flattering photograph. “Basically you exchange profiles, for traits you want to cultivate in your kids,” says Annum,
you see if there’s chemistry,” says Annum. She also used
referencing Charles Darwin and his theory of evolution.
her parents as a filter to narrow down the matchmaker’s “The point of marriage is to procreate,” she adds.

Photograph courtesy of Annum Qureshi & Amir Syed

“In cultures that don’t emphasize so much the individual
act of falling in love, another route to happiness is the
idea that you pick someone who is compatible and that
you learn to love,” explains Stephanie Coontz, author
of Marriage, a History: How Love Conquered Marriage.
Coontz says in this individualist society, you’re supposed
to marry the person you love, whether or not they’re
approved by your family. There’s nothing wrong with that,
but arranged marriages don’t start off with that spark.

“It was so nerve-racking,” says Amir, recounting their first
meeting, Annum with the home court advantage. “It was
intimidating; it felt like it was an interview. She’s the one
interviewing me—her and her parents.”
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But no one said the process, no matter how structured,
couldn’t be cute. There is still a spark; it’s just hidden
under biodata factoids.

Because the approach to marriage is different, arranged
marriages begin in ways that are often overlooked in a
love-chasing society. In a traditional Jewish wedding, a
veil covers the bride’s face. This reflects the story of Jacob,
“I made her laugh a couple times,” says Amir. “And she
whose father-in-law deceived him under the wedding
asked me a really awkward question. She’s like, ‘So how
canopy, giving his older daughter’s hand in marriage
are your grandparents?’ And that was two months after
instead of Rachel, the woman Jacob had chosen. “The
my grandma passed away.”
point is, marriage is not just about beauty,” Yitzchok says.
“I felt so stupid! Both my grandmas are alive, so you know, “Unfortunately, in today’s age, many marriages are because
I just ahh,” Annum almost apologizes all over again, of that, and that’s why there are high divorce rates.”
turning pink.
Divorce rates in the U.S. peaked in the 1970s and 1980s,
and have been declining since then. Approximately 70
percent of couples who married in 2000 are still together
after 15 years, according to the U.S. Census Bureau. But
divorce statistics are notoriously difficult to compare.
“The closest we can come is for people who were married
‘Til divorce do us part
in 2000,” Coontz says. “So we don’t know what happens
with people who were married in 2005 or 2010.”
“A fellow walks to a restaurant with his friend and says,
‘I’m going to order the salmon. I love salmon; they have “It’s a very hard number to calculate,” adds Linda Waite,
the best salmon’,” says Rabbi Yitzchok Bergstein, 45. Ph.D., Lucy Flower Professor in Urban Sociology at
University of Chicago. “Because if you think about it,
“He’s going on about how he loves salmon and the guy
what are the chances that this marriage will last ‘til death
says, ‘You don’t love salmon; you love yourself. If you
do them part? You’d have to wait 50 to 60 years to know.”
loved the salmon, you’d leave it in the pond.’” He is
sitting in his basement-turned-religious-event-space in
It’s even harder—or rather impossible—to measure
his home in Oak Park, sharing an old adage about what
the divorce rate of arranged marriages because divorce
it means to love. His wife, Nechama Dina Bergstein, 42,
statistics don’t separate them from other marriages. The
walks in carrying their eight-month-old baby, Avraham.
global divorce rate for arranged marriages, according to
They celebrated their 22nd wedding anniversary in March.
UNICEF, is just over six percent. The flip side of this
impressive number is that in countries like India, where
The Bergsteins are Orthodox Jewish in the Chabad
arranged marriages make up 88 percent of all marriages,
Lubavitch, a scholarly and theologically conservative
some women are less able to leave unsatisfying marriages
branch of modern Judaism. They met while he was
due to a scarcity of resources.
in rabbinical school; the director of their school and
Nechama’s high school teacher claim credit for fixing them
up, although Nechama’s twin cousins claim they had this
“Another route to
brilliant idea, too, as does Nechama’s own twin sister.
In their tight-knit Orthodox community, it’s not
surprising that so many people had the same good idea.
But in fact, most people move in certain circles—their
college, their workplace, their church, their social crowd—
where they only meet so many people they might possibly
marry. “We don’t have a smorgasbord of possibilities; life
serves us up things. We have to choose from what we get
served,” Regan says.

happiness is the
idea that you pick
someone who is
compatible and
that you learn to
love.”

Yitzchok and Nechama learned more about each other
through matchmakers who were in touch with both of
them, trying to help guide their decision. They saw each
other four or five times and then, two weeks after first
meeting and having fulfilled each other’s checklists, they
announced their engagement. They got married five
weeks later.

—Stephanie Coontz,
author of Marriage,
a History

“It is quick, but the pressure is on us to make our own
personal arrangements,” says Yitzchok, referencing
apartment furniture and reminding me they didn’t already
live together at that point. “The longer you delay, the
greater time you have to contemplate.” The complexity of
the many holidays on the Jewish calendar adds a sense of
restriction and urgency, he notes.

Yitzchok is adamant that instead of the numbers, the
perspective of marriage needs to change and it’s one that
isn’t only embedded in specific cultures. Divorce rates
depend on many things, but if anyone drifts into marriage
like it’s a summer fling, is it really a surprise when it
doesn’t work out?
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She was also impressed by what she calls his “American
etiquette” when they went out for ice cream. “He said
thank you to the street vendor,” she remembers. “We don’t
ever say thank you—we just take the ice cream and go,
but he said thank you!” The next day, Vivek asked if Priya
would be willing to move to the U.S. “And I said yes!” she
recalls. “I know, it’s crazy, isn’t it?”
Priya chuckles, saying they met for the second time on
December 14, and got engaged on December 15. In the
Hindu religion, marriage dates are decided by a priest
based on Vedic mantras in medieval Hindu texts. Vivek
says their marriage date was fixed after Priya’s family priest
consulted the astrological charts. “To me it didn’t matter,
but it just so happened that December 25 was one of the
options,” he says. “I won’t ever forget my anniversary.”
Indian weddings are rich in color and flowers and
music. This ancient culture holds tradition and family
as the cornerstone of life. From the barat (the groom’s
procession) to the red Khara dupatta (traditional wedding
dress) Priya wore, it’s a celebration of the union of two
families as much as it is of two people.

Yitzchok & Nechama

How to say “I do” in 10 days

“If I meet someone because my best friend says, ‘I think
you should meet this guy, he’s great,’ that is arranging,”
Regan says. “I think that the idea of an arranged marriage,
an ‘arrangement’ smacks a little bit of force. That’s not
necessarily true.” Arranged, she adds, should never be
confused with “forced.”

“I definitely could have come back without getting married,” “My dad and my whole family asked me if I wanted to
Vivek, now 47, says. He jokes that Indian mothers have
marry this person,” Priya says, reminiscing about a time
a knack for keeping an eye out for potential women for 17 years prior. “You need to feel 100 percent in your heart
their eligible sons. He made the rounds anyway, visiting
that this is it,” Annum adds. If not, you can say “no.”
families and entertaining the usual resume-type questions
I recently read a New York Times article titled, “To Fall in
with an open mind in case someone clicked.
Love With Anyone, Do This.” More than 20 years ago,
He first met with a family in Bombay at his mother’s
psychologist Arthur Aron caused two strangers to fall in
request, but the daughter wasn’t his type. He traveled
love in his laboratory. They sat face to face answering a
more than 700 miles to meet one more young woman.
list of 36 personal questions. Then he asked them to stare
silently
and intently into each other’s eyes for four minutes.
When he walked into Priya’s house in New Delhi, he was
Six months later, the two participants were married.
surrounded by her family, anticipating nothing more than
small talk over tea. But then they couldn’t stop talking.

Priya, now 45, knew a lot about American culture,
spoke English, and worked for a big company in India.
“It was a perfect fit. I was attracted to the similarities we
had,” he says.
Priya excitedly relives the first encounter with her husband,
and mumbles to herself, “It was so embarrassing!” She
wasn’t hesitant, but she had one question.
“I asked him if he ever had a steady girlfriend,” Priya
laughs. “He said no, and that was it. I heard that it’s so
common in America to have girlfriends.”

The 36 questions were, essentially, a shortcut of all the
things that move a relationship from “I don’t know
you at all” to “I’m in love with you and we’re gonna get
married.” In other words, closeness leads to love, not the
other way around.

Arranged marriages are like that laboratory. Everything is
in place: family, culture, values, goals. The two people just
need to spend some time together, and the expectation
is they will fall in love. And if, as Regan argues, most
relationships start with some sort of arrangement, this
leaves me wondering: Given a few commonalities, could
you fall in love with anyone?

•

Photograph courtesy of Nechama Dina Bergstein & Rabbi Yitzchok Bergstein

In December 1999, Vivek Dixit packed his bags and
traveled to India for a few weeks of vacation. He came
back to Chicago married.

Sometimes, Vivek questions whether their marriage was
truly arranged. “[The initial meeting] was through my
cousin who had known of my wife’s family,” he says. “I
don’t know if you call that arranged.” But any number of
couples who meet through friends or relatives could ask
the same question.
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Puzzle
Play
By Kirsten DeMass & Taylor Scheibe

How the minds behind immersive
theater put the pieces together
Sixteen people clad in orange jumpsuits stand in an anxious cluster around
a monitor, waiting for instructions on how to stop Armageddon. They arrived
as theatergoers, but tonight, inside The House Theatre of Chicago, they are a
part of the puzzle that is writer and director Nathan Allen’s The Last Defender.

The Last Defender is a play in which participants star and
decide the outcome of the story. “The joke is that I’ve
finally figured out how to get the actors to pay us,” says
Allen with a chuckle.

Photography courtesy of The House Theatre

Founded in 2001 by Allen, the House Theatre is a 60time Joseph Jefferson Award nominee. It thrives on a
genre of immersive theater comparable to popular escape
room games that tend to involve small spaces and fastpaced challenges.
“Most theater is people talking, but we like shit that blows
up and magic and dance and music and all kinds of crazy
puppets and fun stuff,” says Allen.
Echo asked Nathan Allen, Sandor Weisz and Ben
Wilhelm, the three artists behind the illusion of pending
disaster, how they created the fantasy.
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The concept
Nathan Allen, founder, writer and director
Allen’s work is largely influenced by the family of artists
that had formed around The House Theatre. However, he
finds inspiration from art in other mediums (games, books,
movies, TV, visual art) and sometimes other theater. “My
thematic interest was in doing a show about gun violence
in Chicago, and in that particular debate, there seems to
be a relatively powerful voice suggesting that if everyone is
armed, then there would be less gun violence,” Allen says.
Although a play about gun violence might be relevant to
today’s generation, it wouldn’t necessarily be entertaining.
Convinced no one would want to see that story, Allen
had to find a thrilling way to tell it. While pondering the
long-accepted notion of mutually assured destruction,
Allen found the answer—he would tell a story about
nuclear weapons.
“It’s all a metaphor for an argument against this philosophy
that as long as everyone is entirely armed, everyone is
entirely safe,” Allen says. “Even if that were true, I don’t
want to live in that world.”
Theatergoers discover this moral for themselves. “I try to
build things that kind of trick you into the moral of the
story,” Allen says. “I don’t really thrive on the political in
my art. I get a really diverse crowd—all ages and lots of
different neighborhoods coming to see the work of the
[House Theatre] because it’s more primal, more mythic,
more fun.”
The Last Defender presented a unique opportunity, he
says. “We could take our classical story structures and
our interest in mythology and hero’s journey, and scaffold
an experience for an audience member to actually be the
protagonist of the story,” says Allen.

The puzzle
Sandor Weisz, puzzle designer
The main objective of The Last Defender is to not destroy
the world by solving 10 puzzles. Sandor Weisz, owner
and founder of the Mystery League, a company that
creates puzzles for events, spent more than six months
designing the puzzles for the four command stations in
the theater: Intelligence, Operations, Communications
and Engineering. During the show, teams of four solve
puzzles corresponding with each theme to move on to
the 10 main puzzles.
The rigorous process of creating the puzzles took more
than six months. “Some of them take days and days and
days of testing and fixing and changing,” Weisz says. “It
led me to think of Battleship and Chess and Scrabble and
musical notes and plots on a map. We definitely intended
for there to be a spectrum of difficulty.”
Weisz chose which games would go where on the stage—
the storage area, the gym area, the bookshelf, the lounge—
and what games would go on each wall. “You start with a
few ideas and you bring it into the physical constraint and
you change them accordingly and maybe make some new
ones based off that.”
He was helped by Lee Keenan, the set designer. “He’s
come back and been like, ‘Well, what you’re thinking
about is super difficult. We should figure out something
easier,’” Weisz says. “I can think of a lot of things but I
don’t necessarily begin to think about possible things we
can build.”
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The devices
Ben Wilhelm, software architect
Mayday, the control center that determines whether
there will be a nuclear explosion, sits in the back of the
theater, buzzing to idicate that the coordinates were not
put in correctly and the puzzle has not been solved. The
software architect for Mayday, Ben Wilhelm, studied
theatrical lighting in college and shifted his career to web
development in his late 20s.
“Last year when Nate announced The Last Defender and
gave an overview on what the project could be, I said, ‘I
think this is about the best fit for my two careers that ever
has existed,’ and I wanted to be a part of it,” Wilhelm says.
The four command line terminals were based off
1980s computers. Wilhelm used Raspberry Pi—small
computers the size of a credit card—and engineered how
they would communicate with each other and with the
lighting and sound systems.
“There are a number of servers that act as actual buttons
and gismos and switches and plugs that you manipulate
on that machine, and there’s a Raspberry Pi in there that is
also recognizing the buttons and the gizmos and switches
and the plugs and coordinating game play accordingly,”
Wilhelm explains.
The project took 10 months to complete and runs
automatically, allowing the stage manager to attend to the
show rather than keeping the tech running.

•
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Strange
Sightings
By Alex Harrell & Jaclyn Jermyn
Illustrations by Kevin Brouillette

Probing odd observations
in the night sky
On November 7, 2006, United Airlines employees
and passengers reported seeing a large, diskshaped object hovering over gate C17 at O’Hare
International Airport, according to the Case 18
report from the National Aviation Reporting Center
on Anomalous Phenomena. Despite numerous
eyewitness accounts, there is no photographic
evidence of the occurrence and no definitive
explanation. Was it an alien vehicle, a secret
government aircraft or just a case of over-active
imaginations?
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“There are many unexplained observations in the
sky—many natural atmospheric phenomena people
may not have seen before,” says Philipp R. Heck,
Ph.D., associate curator of Meteoritics and Polar
Studies at the Field Museum of Natural History. “It’s
normal human nature to say, ‘Okay, this must be alien,’
because it’s unfamiliar,” he says. “Like science fiction,
they associate it with alien life.”
Heck oversees the largest meteorite collection housed
in a private research institution, and studies the origin
of meteorites, the early solar system and what happened
before the solar system started. He is also researching
pre-solar grains—minerals that are older than anything
else found in our universe. “They are basically stardust,”
he says.
The likelihood of finding these presolar grains is absurdly
small. “Space is very, very empty,” Heck says. These space
crumbs are confoundingly important to understanding
the nature of the universe. “They contributed to the
matter which the sun and the Earth are made of.”
If the probability of finding a presolar grain is absurd,
the prospect of finding extraterrestrial beings is
inconceivable. Think about it: an asteroid needs to first
and foremost contain the dust, survive in space for
millions of years, land on Earth and finally be found. To
date, the only presolar grains studied were extracted from
a single meteorite: the Murchison meteorite, a primitive
rock that fell near Murchison, Australia in 1969.
The Murchison meteorite fell during the same year
as the Allende meteorite, the largest carbonaceous
chrondrite—a classification of primitive meteorites—on
Earth. Allende fell near the village of Pueblito de Allende
in the Mexican state of Chihuahua, nearly 9,000 miles
away from Australia. Heck says it’s nothing more than a
coincidence that the two most important meteorites fell
just 232 days apart. “But you start do think, does it mean
anything?” he asks.

Heck cannot exclude the possibility of aliens visiting Earth.
This doubt confirms his role not as a stubborn skeptic, but
as a scientist. “It’s just extremely unlikely that they would
come,” he says. “I think life must be somewhere in the
universe, but if this life is technologically advanced and
makes it to our planet? It’s just unlikely.”
Such explanations don’t discourage those who believe in
UFOs. The National UFO Reporting Center has more
than 104,000 UFO sightings in its database, dating back
to 1762. John Greenewald’s popular paranormal website,
The Black Vault, claims more than 10,000 visitors a day.
Since the age of 15, Greenewald has been dedicated
to exposing government secrets, one Freedom of
Information Act request at a time. “I thought if I
contact the government, they’ll tell me the truth,” he
says. “I quickly realized this was the [dumbest] thing I
could ever assume.”
Greenewald says it’s easier to get nuclear and biological
weapon secrets declassified than UFO information. He
claims he once waited for 14 years for a document to be
processed. “I told myself early on, if there really is a game
being played or a cover-up, then they want you to give
up,” he says.
“Any top-secret military aircraft may be a UFO to you or
me, but it’s not to the government,” he says. “When the
military considers it unidentified, what does that tell you?
It can’t be their own technology.”
Meteorites? Top-secret military aircraft? Alien visitors?
Echo interviewed three people who encountered the
unknown firsthand. Skeptics beware.
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Randy Nieto, 37
I’ve always been a computer nerd; I’ve been on the internet
since before AOL. Websites started popping up devoted
to UFOs, and I would read all of the cases and look at
all of the photos. The unknown fascinates me. That has
always been my drive behind it: to use science to explain
it. There’s a scientific explanation for everything. I never
say that anything is alien because nobody knows.
People see time as being linear—there’s the past, the
present, the future—but time doesn’t function that way.
Really, time is all happening at once. It’s one instant. You
look at the technology that we’re witnessing, and that
could be something from way far in the future. I think
that might be what UFOs are.
People are very paranoid about the government. But if you
know anything about the government, they really don’t
have their shit together. To think that there’s this huge
conspiracy… They’re just not that good. But there are
definitely black programs developing a lot of technology,
which accounts for a lot of the things that people see,
including some of the stuff that I might have seen.
This past summer, I was driving on LaSalle Street,
where LaSalle goes into Lake Shore Drive. Above Lake
Michigan were eight lights in the shape of a diamond,
quickly moving parallel to the lake. Unfortunately, they
kind of flew behind some apartments. I thought I should
follow it. But I was going north and it’s a whole thing to
get off and go downtown and do I really want to do that?
Nah, I’ll just go home. I regret doing that. I feel like I
should have followed it.
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Roger Brown, 36
When I was 30, I was suffering from extreme depression.
It was the summer of 2010, and my marriage was hanging
together by a thread, and I was in a really negative state.
At the time I knew nothing about paranormal activity; I
was always kind of a skeptic. But one evening before I was
asleep in bed, I knew that there was something out there.

The oddity is that a few months before this happened, a
friend knocked on our door late at night, scaring the living
hell out of my wife and I. She was white as a ghost and
said she needed to sleep here. She didn’t tell us why until
two months later, after I told her about my experience
with the Hat Man. She had experienced the same being.

All of a sudden, this negative energy vibration entered
the room. It paralyzed me. I couldn’t breathe; I couldn’t
speak. I couldn’t move a muscle because I was scared
to death. This shadowy being was at the end of my bed
and he distorted the room with his presence. No facial
expressions. He was about six-foot-two, wearing a fedora
and a black cloak. He just stood there and looked at me.
It felt like six or seven seconds before he vanished. I was
in such a state of shock.
After that happened, my life completely turned around. It
didn’t cure me, but that shadowy figure really explained
to me in just a few seconds that if I continued down this
negative path, I would end up taking my life. It woke me up.

Katie Scheuber, 21
My beliefs stem from my mom—she’s a huge believer.
She’s got books and documentaries on UFO sightings,
crop circles, aliens, space. We will watch documentaries
together and have conversations about it afterward. We’ll
also have conversations with my grandpa. He used to be
a research microbiologist and he says that life exists on
another planet somewhere, but he says he believes they
haven’t been trying to contact us.
I believe life exists beyond Earth. I’m not sure how or
where or who, but I know there’s gotta be something out
there. I’ve seen spirits and I’ve felt their presence, too.
And I’ve never doubted the things I’ve seen before.

Last month, I was in my bedroom trying to go to sleep—
it was around 3:15 a.m. I sleep with my blinds open
because there’s no one who lives in back of me and I like
looking at the sky. There’s nothing but a giant hill, some
evergreens and a Harley Davidson store. I had just gotten
up to go to the bathroom and was about to go lay back
down in bed when I looked at the window and saw a neon
green flash in the sky—it was just a quick, bright flash.
I’ve already considered if it was a glare or something like
that, but it couldn’t have been. I figured it was a UFO. I
didn’t think too much of what I saw, simply because I’ve
seen far weirder things.

•
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Beyond
Barbie
By Laura Grunke & Kyle Kredt
Photography by Laura Grunke

These dolls are making a
difference in people’s lives

Reborn dolls
Dolls have been around for thousands of years.
From wooden dolls discovered in ancient Egyptian
tombs, to contemporary plastic Barbies and
Polly Pockets, kids have been playing with these
anthropomorphic toys for millennia.

Baby Matt is on his way home to his mom. The stork
is flying him to the post office, carefully wrapped in
blankets with his birth certificate tucked into his box.
He’s attached to a tracking number—a smart idea, since
he’s worth around $1,000.

Beyond their play value, dolls have served serious
roles in people’s lives. There are entire cultures that
use these dolls in ways unfamiliar to those who
regard them as toys. Dolls can remedy anxiety and
depression; dolls can teach children with cognitive
disorders; dolls can even be used as placeholders
for life companions.

Matt is a reborn doll, hand painted and designed to
look and feel like a human baby. He was custom ordered
from Lana Totten’s website, ilovereborns.com, and is now
en route to meet his family after being lovingly crafted
by Totten.
Reborns—also called “newborns” or “art dolls”—were
first created in response to demand in the late 1990s for
more realistic, high-end dolls. People began crafting and
selling reborns for additional purposes like coping with
anxiety or remedying the feeling of loss after becoming
an empty nester. In 2005, the International Reborn Doll
Artists formed to support this burgeoning industry with
conferences, classes and connections.
Totten’s customers are wide-ranging, from teenage girls
with strong maternal instincts, to parents wanting to
gift their children with lifelike dolls. “I think a lot of it is,
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[people] have all this love and feelings that [they] need to
give to somebody,” says Totten. And sometimes, she adds,
because they need a place for their anxiety. “We need it to
go somewhere, and if you can direct it at something, your
anxiety seems to subside.”

“I want people to know that it
is no different than loving an
instrument [and] having seven
guitars. I see nothing wrong
with collecting reborns and
loving them as much as real
mommies do.”
—Madison Moon, 12

Madison Moon, 12, is the mother of one of Totten’s dolls.
Moon had a difficult time interacting with other children
in school since she was in preschool. Her parents switched
her into a homeschool, but Moon still had a hard time
leaving the house due to separation anxiety issues.
Her parents bought Moon her first reborn doll after
Moon discovered the dolls on YouTube. The reborn dolls
help Moon cope with anxiety by activating her maternal
instincts. She now has seven reborn dolls.

“After about a month of having a reborn, I felt more
open,” Moon says. “Now I leave my parents and go to my
friend’s house. I’m still online schooled, but I will soon be
returning to public school.”

Kathy Garrett, 65, has 36 reborn dolls. A former collector
of vintage Barbies, she discovered reborns on eBay and
was hooked. “They just give me joy to be able to see them,
especially when they’re looking up at you and they’re
smiling big,” says Garrett. “Some of these faces just melt
your heart. It makes you feel love.” Seeing her reborn
dolls around the house invokes feelings that real-life
grandchildren do, she says, and that is comforting.

Totten first entered the reborn world after her husband
Like other reborn mothers and collectors, Moon and
died and she had an overwhelming desire to nurture
something—a feeling many reborn customers experience. Garrett don’t have any misconceptions that their dolls
are real children. Rather, they lean on them for support
“I would go to the thrift store and I would get a doll,” she
and comfort.
recalls. “I had all this love and attention that I needed to
give to something [because] my kids were older. Then I
“I want people to know we are not weird,” says Moon. “I
would repair that doll and resell it.”
want people to know that it is no different then loving an
instrument [and] having seven guitars. People will judge
It typically takes her about a week to complete a doll that
us when we take them out, and give us weird looks. But
is ordered through her website. The dolls come to her as
I see nothing wrong with collecting reborns and loving
kits, disassembled and “blank,” with no paint or markings
them as much as real mommies do.”
of any kind. She customizes them for the mother by
applying or adjusting eye color, hair color and texture,
body weight and shape and even the dolls’ full name.
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Healing dolls
Worry dolls, warrior dolls and empowerment dolls can all
be considered healing dolls. They may be created by one
individual or the collaborative efforts of a group. They can
be carried around inside a bag, hidden away or displayed
on a shelf. Whatever their location or appearance, they all
serve a similar purpose: to help people overcome.
Marni Rosen, Psy.D., practice manager at the Institute for
Therapy through the Arts (ITA) in Evanston, sees people
with a range of social, emotional and cognitive issues. She
encourages them to express and process their feelings by
creating dolls suited to their needs.
“It could be a worry doll if someone is coming in and
expressing that they’re concerned all the time and they’re
afraid of going out; it might be something they use to put
their worries on,” she says.
For some children, baby blankets represent safety or
comfort, and when they take the blanket with them, they
feel those same feelings away from home. Healing dolls
have similar properties, moving feelings from therapy
back to home and other places in clients’ lives. Rosen
uses the term “transferable object” to describe this process.
“You’re taking a piece of the therapy with you,” she says.

Photography by Michelle McGhan

Clients also create dolls for reasons such as confidence
building, identity formation or exploring who or what

they want to be. Rosen says the dolls take on appearances
in which clients would like to be seen. An article
published in the 2009 issue of Art Therapy: Journal of
the American Art Therapy Association calls dollmaking “an
excellent medium for this purpose [body image] because
a doll can reflect back to the creator something deeply
satisfying and nourishing, and it may provide a healthy
kind of mirroring.”
However, healing dolls aren’t always for individual use.
Rosen recalls working with a group of trauma survivors
who collectively created a “superhero doll.” The group’s
doll took on more of an empowerment approach,
“unifying the group under a certain mission,” says Rosen.
Because the dolls depend on the clients, they are very
personalized. While most of the dolls made at ITA are
made of string and other fabrics, they can also be made
out of clay. Dolls may or may not have faces, hair or
clothing. They may not even be human forms.
ITA offers a collection of supplies to make these dolls.
Two cabinets in the art room contain plastic boxes filled
to the brim with fabrics and yarns that vary in color and
material, as well as feathers and sequins. On average,
clients make their dolls during one to three sessions. “It’s
really empowering for them to make something from
scratch,” Rosen says.
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Emoti Plush dolls
Padmini Sriman’s doll business grew out of necessity.
Her then-four-year-old autistic son struggled
to, recognize other people’s emotions, but he
responded well to play-based therapy. “We
tried to teach him facial expressions, but
the only way it worked was when he was
connected to the toy he was playing with,”
says Sriman.
One day, she and her son were playing
with a doll and its sewn-on eyebrows
came loose. Sriman pulled the eyebrows
down to make a sad expression and said,
“The piggy is sad.” Her son almost instantly
reacted with a wave of recognition and echoed
her, saying, “Oh, the piggy is sad.”
Sriman was able to teach her son about expressing
and reading a variety of emotions this way, as well as
how to deal with these feelings. She would ask her son
why he thought the doll was feeling a specific emotion
or how he could help the doll if it was feeling sad or
angry. “I think that kind of started a whole journey of
understanding emotions,” she says.
Years later, a friend from an autism support group
asked for tips for teaching about emotions. That’s when
Sriman remembered the doll. “I showed her the doll and
she was like, ‘This is fantastic. This is so useful. Why
don’t you try and see if it’s viable? You know, see if you
can make a business out of it,’” says Sriman. And that’s
exactly what she did.

The Emoti Plush dolls
are soft with large heads,
making them pleasing
to touch and play with.

Sriman markets these dolls as
therapy dolls; her customers include
early childhood teachers, therapists,
social workers and mental health professionals.
Rachel Schwartz is one such customer. A licensed
clinical social worker, Schwartz uses Emoti Plush dolls
at seven Jewish Community Center preschools in the
Chicago area.
“Teachers may have children choose a puppet, adjust the
mouth and eyebrows to match how they are feeling in that
moment, and then have the children share why they chose
that feeling,” says Schwartz. “We have also found it to be
a wonderful resource and tool to help children navigate
various conflict-resolution skills through role playing
everyday scenarios about interactions with their peers.”
Schwartz allows parents to borrow the dolls to help
students identify strategies to use when conflicts
inevitably arise and practice how to respond. Parents
can also buy Emoti Plush dolls for their children. They
come with an instruction manual.
Emoti Plush changed Sriman’s son’s life as well as those
of numerous other children. The company landed her
the Fox Valley Entrepreneurship Center grant, which
helped her gain funding and business advice. She
expects to double her sales in 2016 and write more
storybooks for the dolls.
“So what started as a tool for my son, apparently is also
useful for other therapists and other children,” says
Sriman.

•

Photography courtesy of Padmini Sriman

Sriman designed a collection of plush dolls called Emoti
Plush. The dolls went through many manufacturing
cycles, prototypes and focus groups before Sriman found
the perfect model of the doll. In 2014, she launched a
Kickstarter campaign and raised $10,000 to produce her
first run of 500 dolls. The first people to whom she gave
the dolls were teachers and therapists,
and she also sent them to therapy
conferences to gauge interest.

The eyebrows and lips are made of malleable wire—easy
enough for a small child to manipulate. They come in
four versions that represent different
skin tones: Emily, Looey, Tommy
and Tasha. Sriman even wrote
an accompanying storybook,
Tommy and Emily, which
is an account of the dolls’
adventures in which they
are faced with problems
that result in certain
emotions. This book serves
as a teaching tool for use in
conjunction with the dolls.
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Afro -

Futurists
By Begina Armstrong & Shanice Harris
Photography by Chandler Hawkins

Defiantly black in a
whitewashed world

From the “grand dame of science fiction” Octavia
E. Butler to musician and actress Janelle Monáe,
contemporary Afro-futurism expresses a black
perspective in science fiction and fantasy. Jazz
musician Sun Ra pioneered the concept of Afrofuturism in the 1950s by remaking his persona for
a futuristic black nationalism.

from the mainstream conversation, creating a
need for content that reflects the diversity of the
world around us, now and in the future.

Afro-futurist artists have influenced music, writing,
film and other art forms. What they have in common
is opposition to how blackness has been excluded

Echo spoke with two Chicago Afro-futurist artists:
Torian Miller, who starred in the improv show
Afro-Futurism at The Second City, and D. Denenge
Akpem, a performance artist and lecturer at the
School of the Art Institute of Chicago and author
of “Essays on Afro-Futurism” in Chicago Art
Magazine.
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Echo: What does ‘blackness’ mean to you?
Torian Miller: Being unapologetic. [It’s] being okay with
speaking out against injustices, wanting unity, but also
knowing we are not an afterthought. We are a race of
people, just like everyone else, and to be proud of that.
Echo: What role does the artist have in society?
D. Denenge Akpem: I think it’s important to honor the
different roles that artists do play, without stating what
someone should be doing or the way that they should be
engaging in their process. I believe my role in life, why I
am here in the world, is to create beauty and I believe that
on a very spiritual, mystical level. It’s a political act as a
black woman artist and also as a sculptor.
Echo: Are there any particular themes you
gravitate towards?
TM: I am more moved by relationship-type of themes.
Mother-son. Parents. Lovers. Exes. The themes of
everyday life, because it’s relatable. I can only go from my
experiences when I’m creating my own work. Putting life
into the art that I create.
DDA: A lot of my teachings and writing in the realm
of Afro-futurism is very much rooted in the black arts
movement, the energy of the time. New ideas about
blacks. I’m drawn to creating experiences investigating
ideas about liberation and power.

Echo: When pitching an idea, has your project ever
been denied because of your blackness?
TM: There have been times where I won’t pitch certain
things because I’m worried how it will be perceived by
a primarily white audience. So whether I’ve been told
directly or subconsciously that certain things won’t work,
it’s definitely happened. And it will continue to happen
until people are okay with other people.
DDA: I know there are things that have been denied
because of my blackness, absolutely. And not just the
blackness, but the womanness. There are so many
assumptions that people make. You’ve already been placed
in a box: this is what you do, this is what you are. But I
control my future. That shapes who we are.

Echo: What’s been a life-changing experience
for you?
TM: The show [Afro-futurism at The Second City]. I’ve
always done other people’s words and works, but now I
am getting to create my own stuff.

DDA: Growing up, being born and raised in Nigeria is
a huge contributor to who I am. It shaped the way that
I view the world. A love for African art, having a family
that often celebrated that and made sure we always were
traveling and looking at everything; architecture, weird
rock formations…so I have an appreciation for what art
and beauty can be, and I feel more empowered as a maker.
I can put something into the world. I can create.

Echo: What role do you think art has in driving
forward the conversation on race and racial
diversity in media?
TM: It’s so important. If people don’t get improv, they can
at least get comedy. Or at least understand their dramatic
TV show. So the things that are in our everyday life,
which is TV, arts, plays, etc…There have been multiple
times where I’ve spoken with family members and they
didn’t understand something I was trying to explain to
them, but then they come see a show, especially here at
The Second City, because it’s the art of satire. It’s taking
something and being able to shake it on its head to make
it more understandable for people. The role is to help us
understand a little more. Help us all to relate to people.
DDA: A lot of my focus was coming from art being
intentionally used as a political act, as a statement, as a
way to celebrate the people, specifically black people. A
way to try and push a change. I’m always drawn to the
people that make me uncomfortable, the people that I
can’t shake. I can’t stop thinking about it and I don’t like
it; that’s the work I want to collect.

Echo: How does intersectionality affect you
as an artist?
TM: I’m also gay, so there are lots of layers to me. I’ve been
told, “Maybe you can’t play a straight character because
you’re gay.” So just dealing with the BS of life and the BS
of other people trying to tell you what you can or cannot
do. Even though I think it hinders me at points, I use it
as a motivator.
Echo: Name three artists/creatives you’d like to be
compared to.
DDA: Maria Abramovic, Adrian Piper, AfriCOBRA cofounder Elaine “Jae” Jarrell, Aiko Ishioka and Prince.

TM: I don’t think there are artists I’d like to be compared
to, but there are people I look up to: Jill Scott, Erykah
Badu, Denzel Washington and James Baldwin.
Echo: What is your dream project?
TM: One of my favorite television shows right now is
Blackish. Man, I’d love to have a TV show like that. I have
friends who are white, Asian, I mean so many friends who
watch that show. Or The Carmichael Show or Master of
None. But just a cast of real people, meaning diversity in a
sense of gender, orientation, race.

DDA: A dream project is to travel to Antarctica and
create landscape sculpture. It’s one of the few spaces that
aren’t inhabited. •
*This interview was edited and condensed for clarity.
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Pocket dictionary
of related terms
Intersectionality: The overlaps between the
experiences of marginalized groups. Coined in
the 1980s by Kimberlé W. Crenshaw, a black
feminist scholar who realized that the gender
aspect of race was underdeveloped.
POC (Person/People of Color): A positive
replacement for “non-white,” which defines
people by what they are not. This everyday
vernacular revives and expands the term
“colored people,” which was common from the
Colonial period through the 1960s.
Micro-aggressions: Subtle, offensive remarks,
questions or assumptions made to or about
people based on their race, ethnicity, religion,
gender or sexual orientation. The term dates
to the 1970s, but has become more popular in
the past 10 years, mainly due to the efforts of
activists working to call out smaller gestures
that make people feel uncomfortable or unsafe.
Inclusion: Not just inviting people of color to
participate, but allowing for a free discussion of
ideas and opinions. “Diversity is about quantity.
Inclusion is about quality,” says Vernã Myers,
principal of Vernã Myers Consulting Group, LLC.
Implicit bias: The attitudes or stereotypes that
subconsciously affect our actions, decisions
and understanding of other people.
Privilege: Rights or advantages enjoyed by
particular people. White privilege refers to
benefits based solely on skin color and its
associated advantages.
Cultural appropriation: The use of creative
forms or practices created by a minority
cultural group in a way that’s either
disrespectful or unattributed.
Systematic Oppression: The methodical social
disenfranchisement of a people or culture,
reinforced by the media, legislation and/or law
enforcement.
Political Correctness: “Avoiding words or
behaviors that exclude or marginalize, or
insult groups of people who are socially
disadvantaged or discriminated against,”
according to Franchesca Ramsey, contributor
to The Nightly Show and host of MTV Decoded.
There is a negative connotation to being PC, but
Echo thinks it’s grounded in noble intentions.
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Broke
New World
By Begina Armstrong
Illustrations by Stephanie Falaschetti

TIF funds feed the fever and
starve the city
Driving downtown on Lake Shore Drive, one can’t
help but notice the stunning high-rises of the city’s
skyline and the many cranes indicating ongoing
construction. But the disparity between downtown
and some of Chicago’s struggling neighborhoods,
with boarded-up business and empty lots, is
striking. As Echo goes to press, the city’s debt is
upwards of $63 billion and the Chicago Teachers
Union is threatening to go on strike yet again.

So while downtown looks utopian, the city’s financial
bind looks all too similar to the beginning of an
Orwellian dystopia.
One of the secrets to the city’s investments is a reservoir
of money called TIFs. The city’s tax increment financing
(TIF) surplus is a secret slush fund the mayor uses to
polish up his crystal Loop with expensive skyscrapers
and amenities.
TIFs are a “special funding tool used to promote public
and private investment across the city,” according to the
City of Chicago website. But their influence extends
much farther beyond that.
“[A TIF district] is a special taxing district where revenues
are raised by the local property taxes in that district,” says
Stephanie Farmer, associate professor of sociology at
Roosevelt University. In theory, the city declares a TIF
district to help develop a blighted area. Money is raised by
totaling all the property taxes from a particular area that
year, and setting aside any tax money above that amount
collected in subsequent years. Those funds can be used
for redevelopment, infrastructure and other communityimprovement projects.
The foundation of a TIF sounds noble—keep community
funds within the area to deter decay, or even revitalize
an economically stagnant area. But the use of TIFs has
become more insidious over time, in part because it relies
on freezing the amount of money other taxing bodies can
collect, including the Chicago Public Schools (CPS).
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Whole Foods Market in
Englewood. Jobs but
unaffordable shopping in a
food desert.

2

4

Marriott Marquis Hotel
extension. Tourist-friendly,
taxpayer funded.

Sears, Roebuck & Co.
Developed and deserted.

3

3
5

2
4

1

5

Jones College Prep High
School. Magnet school
collecting local money.

DePaul University athletic
stadium. Public money for a
private school.
Critics of TIF funding note that when money is
collected for projects like these, the portion of taxes
that go to taxing bodies, such as the Chicago Public
Schools, is frozen. The money disproportionately
goes to projects in wealthier areas, while parks,
libraries, public schools, city colleges, and the city
and county themselves get less.

“We can continue to expect that [Mayor] Emanuel
will use TIF dollars for a mix of public and private
developments, but we need to investigate the equal
and unequal nature of these public developments,” says
Farmer. “Where are they located, who’s benefitting and
how much is being spent?”

“What does community development look like? If you
didn’t have a grocery store, that’s bad, but the solution is
getting a Whole Foods?” asks Tom Tresser, 64, a public
defender who specializes in grassroots democracy and
civic engagement. Tresser is the lead organizer for
the TIF Illumination Project, which investigates the
effects of TIFs on each individual ward at meetings
called “illuminations.”

Consider Englewood, a predominantly black community
on Chicago’s south side. Plagued with high crime rates,
alarming homicide statistics, a lack of grocery stores “The questions that’ve emerged are ‘who plans what for
whom [and] who has the mayor’s ears?’” Tresser adds.
and overall disinvestment, the neighborhood is getting
a Whole Foods Market this fall. The mayor is giving The new Whole Foods store is anticipated to employ 100
Whole Foods $10.7 million, with the funds for the
workers and educate residents about nutrition and clean
project coming from the Englewood Neighborhood TIF
eating. But if the project fails—if residents don’t shop
and the Englewood Mall TIF.
there enough, and people outside the community don’t
A new grocery store in a food desert seems, on the surface, fill that gap—the supermarket is free to leave and take the
neighborhood’s TIF funds with it. There is no obligation
like a good investment for Englewood, bringing fresh food
for private developers to stay after they’ve been courted by
and jobs to the beleaguered neighborhood. As Whole Foods
taxpayer money to open up shop.
tries to woo Englewood residents to support the grand
opening in late 2016, some remain skeptical. The annual
The Englewood Whole Foods is just one of a few TIF
income for Whole Foods shoppers is $50,000–$70,000— projects commissioned by the Emanuel administration
far above the average annual income of Englewood residents,
that actually took place in a blighted community. Most
which is $22,633. Realistically, residents of the neighborhood
of the city’s TIFs go to private development in areas that
won’t be shopping at this posh new store.
aren’t on the brink of decay, such as downtown Chicago.
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Remember the Sears that used to sit at 1 N. Dearborn
St.? The $29.8 million State Street flagship store was
built in 2001 with TIF funding and agreed to provide
200 full-time jobs. That figure was later reduced to 125 as
profits lagged, and the store closed in 2014, taking $10.5
million in taxpayer money with it.
“You have an unequal distribution of TIF funds that are
going to wealthy zones of the city and that are neglecting
the outlining areas of the city, not only poor communities
but middle class communities too,” Farmer says.

The bottom line, literally, is that for all the money socked
away in TIFs—at the end of 2014, the city had $1.44
billion unspent—that is a tiny fraction of the city’s $63
billion deficit.
“TIF dollars are spent on economic development and
some public infrastructure, such as school buildings.
It is not a source of funding for the budget, except for
small amounts of one-time resources from declared TIF
surpluses,” says Sarah Wetmore, Vice President and
Research Director for the Civic Federation.

“Chicago has a responsibility to pay for its obligations
“Who’s taking the risk? It’s you and I,” adds Tresser. “There
and has resorted to desperate borrowing and desperate
are winners and losers here.” One of the biggest losers
measures to keep things going,” agrees Ted Dabrowski,
are Chicago’s public schools. Every time a TIF district is
Vice President of Policy and Spokesman for The Illinois
created, the funds available to CPS are frozen for 23 years,
Policy Institute. “I think TIFs are a dangerous way to
at a time when the school district’s costs are only going up.
manage a city. In that, they create very non-transparent
funds that are out of the taxpayers’ [pockets] and allow for
a lot of mismanagement of funds.”
This is evidenced in two controversial plans coming to the
3rd Ward: a new athletic stadium for DePaul University,
a private Catholic school and a Marriott Marquis Hotel
extension to the McCormick Place Convention Center.
Funds for the projects are coming from the surrounding
TIF districts and Chicago’s Metropolitan Pier and
Exposition Authority.
“Originally [TIFs] were a tool for blight—[but now]
it is a method of generating capital improvement in
business subsidy money in an era of tight budgets,” says
Aaron Renn, senior fellow at the Manhattan Institute
for Policy Research.

“The city of Chicago has
decided socially that we can
build high rises, but we can
close public schools.”

—Kurt Hilgendorf,
policy researcher

This, in turn, has led to cost-cutting and layoffs at already
underfunded city schools. The Chicago Teachers Union,
The city’s 3rd Ward has a median income above $75,000. lead by the fiercely tenacious Karen Lewis, has demanded
In 2013, the ward brought in over a billion dollars in
that these cuts come to an end. “The greatest equalizer in
property taxes. John Jacoby, 58, Vice President of the
American history has been education, but Chicago is not
Prairie District Neighborhood Alliance, a community
making an investment to make that equitable,” says Kurt
philanthropic organization that serves thousands of
Hilgendorf, policy researcher and lobbyist for the CTU.
South Loop residents and other areas of the Near South “The city of Chicago has decided socially that we can build
Side, does not consider his neighborhood a blighted area. high rises, but we can close public schools.”
Rather than invest in hotels and stadiums, he believes the
land and funds allotted for the two TIF projects could This, in turn, leads to ongoing disinvestment in
neighborhoods. “What brings people to move to a
have been used for the development of a much-needed
neighborhood [are] the schools,” Hilgendorf says. “That’s
public high school for the area.
why suburban schools invest so much money into their
Jones College Prep High School is currently the only
schools. But in CPS, we have a system that closed 50
public high school for South Loop residents, and it’s a
schools, the largest mass closures of schools in U.S. history,
magnet school, meaning not all students can get in. The
and there are now parts of the city that have no elementary
selective enrollment school expanded in 2013 with $15.6
school. Why does someone want to move there?”
million from the South Loop TIF districts, adding a
Tresser believes TIFs inherently favor the interests of
new sports field and renovations to the building. South
the rich. The idea, he says, is that if the one percent are
Loop residents who can’t get their kids into the exclusive
happy, they’ll invest more in the city, and create jobs and
magnet school, are watching their tax dollars fail them.
more opportunities for other residents. It’s trickle-down
Renn cautions, however, that ending TIFs will not alone
economics but the safety net isn’t real—at least not for
solve the city’s financial woes. “What calls TIFs’ viability
the poor.
into question, which lends itself into conspiracy theories,
is the idea that, if we just dissolve all these TIFs and get “The rich people are certainly happy,” he says. “The rich are
getting richer and the poor have disappeared.”
rid of all these slush funds and subsidies, all of sudden
these financial problems would go away,” he says. “The
TIF districts do not have enough money to pay off all
this debt.”

•
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The Dark Side
By Madison Lisle
Illustrations by Edgar Rios

Four fantasy films that will make you rethink your favorite actors
Robert Pattinson in
Cosmopolis (2012)

Ryan Reynolds in
The Voices (2014)

The star we thought would never shake his pale vampire
shadow surprises us with his dry intensity in this artful
modern flick. Based on the novel of the same name by
Don DeLillo, this familiar version of a future society
whose capitalist ways are leading to its destruction is a far
cry from Forks, Washington, and we couldn’t be happier.
Although Pattinson spends much of the movie sitting
in the back of a limo cruising the streets of a dystopian
New York City look-alike on the edge
of revolution, his charged and
downright creepy performance
will keep you glued to his every
move. In such a small space,
every movement is calculated
and impressive. R-Patz may
have just outrun the twilight
of his past.

The Voices changes our perspective on this gorgeous star
usually known for his quirky lines and rippling muscles.
In this film, he is a quiet factory worker who,
because of advanced schizophrenia, talks
to his cat and dog, and hears them when
they talk back. As Reynolds unravels and
loses his grip on reality, those around
him are in danger of losing their
heads—literally. Reynolds takes
it to the next level in this dark
comedy and walks a fine line
between lovable sad sack and
psycho killer.
To read more about real-life mental health and living in
a fantasy world, read “Lifting the Fog” on page 104.

If you want to read more about
the dystopian society we may
already be living in, check out
“Broke New World” on page 76.

Elisabeth Moss in
Queen of Earth (2015)

Salma Hayek in
Tale of Tales (2015)

Known for her transformation from office clerk to lady
boss on Mad Men, Moss takes us on a trip through an
unraveling mind. She carries the film
with her ability to be simultaneously
likable and unbearable. In a film
that lives somewhere between
horror and psychological fantasy,
Moss impresses as a woman
undone.

Set up like a book of fairy tales, this Italian film is a trip
for the eyes and the mind. In the first half, Salma Hayek
shines as a desperate queen unable to have a child. At
the advice of an ancient witch, the queen sends the king
on a journey to find a sea monster
and cut out its heart, which she
will eat in hopes of bearing
a child. This is not sexy
Salma’s usual role, but she
takes it on with an elegant
depravity. Her graceful
intensity eventually grows
into full-blown madness,
and we can’t help but gasp at
what unfolds.

To see how people handle
mental health in everyday life,
read “The Cries on Campus” on
page 93.

To learn more about the movie magic of turning beauties
into beasts, read “Monster Queen” on page 16.
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Access

Stalled
Gender nonconforming students
just want a place to pee
By Zareen Syed
Photography by Cris Garcia

Dylan Clair’s earliest memory of being gender nonconforming is from when he was five. Clair, who
was regarded as female, recalls watching skits at a
theater camp and relating to the knight in shining
armor, not the damsel in distress. It would be more
than a decade before Clair could openly address
this feeling.
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On a breezy March afternoon, a midday rush surges into
Dollop Coffee on Dearborn Street. Still, Clair is hard to
miss, with their bright green hair and sparkling blue eyes.
Clair, whose preferred gender pronouns are they/them,
identifies as queer. Queer was a pejorative term in the
past, but is being reclaimed as a validating umbrella
term for people who don’t fit social norms about gender
or sexuality. To be more specific, Clair identifies as
genderqueer, gender non-conforming, non-binary and
transgender—and sometimes male. “We don’t live singleidentity lives,” they explain.
Eight years ago, during their junior year at Marist High
School in Chicago—Dylan was Shannon then—they
came out as a lesbian. It started out, Clair explains, as, “I
think I like ladies, [I’m] not sure—we’ll see where this
goes. But by junior year, I was a full-blown dyke.”
Clair had a long-term partner in high school and was able
to be open about their relationship in their predominantly
Irish Catholic neighborhood on Chicago’s South Side,
but sometimes it felt tricky. “We would go to Starbucks
with my sister and could never tell which was worse: me
babysitting my sister by myself and everybody thinking I
was her mom, or me and my partner babysitting my sister
and everybody thinking we were this weird lesbian couple,”
Clair says. “People are really judgy, but not outright.”

Clair grew up in St. Barnabas Parish and says it had
a huge impact on their life. Being so embedded in a
community built around the church wasn’t always easy;
an openly gay teen in the community committed suicide,
apparently because he didn’t have a support system.
Clair’s mother naturally worried for her child’s safety,
but they reassured her. “I would say, ‘Mom, there are so
many worse things I could do. I could be like drinking
out in the park or smoking marijuana in the basement,’”
Clair laughs. “It was fine when I started coming out as
queer, but when I started dressing more masculine, it got
a little weird.”
Clair didn’t abandon their identity as Shannon, but
they adopted the name Dylan and the gender-neutral
pronoun “they” without fully letting go of their lesbian
identity. “I can go back and forth,” they say. “I was out
on Wednesday night watching a soccer game with
my friends, and I had been to this bar before, but this
woman was using she/her pronouns and calling us ‘girls’
and I was like, ‘I have a beard!’”
But improper pronoun use is far from Clair’s largest
everyday concern. Rather, they are confronted numerous
times a day by a form of oppression unfamiliar to most
people: worrying about where they’re going to find an
acceptable place to pee.
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As Echo goes to press, the state of North Carolina and
the U.S. Justice Department are suing each other over
this issue.
On March 23, 2016, North Carolina passed one of the
harshest anti-LGBTQ state laws in the country. The
Public Facilities Privacy and Security Act mandates that
public schools, government agencies and public colleges
require that multiple-occupancy bathrooms and locker
rooms be designated on the basis of “biological sex” only.
Attorney General Loretta Lynch counters that this
legislation violates federal civil rights laws.
Laws like these prohibit people like Clair from using
the men’s bathroom unless they change the gender
on their birth certificates and go through full gender
reassignment surgery. But not all trans people want
to, or can, go through the procedure. A 2011 National
Transgender Discrimination Survey found that only
33 percent of respondents said they had
surgically transitioned. Fourteen percent
of trans women and 72 percent of trans
men said they don’t want to change
their genitalia.
Gina Olson, associate director
of the Center for the Study of
Gender and Sexuality at the
University of Chicago, says
North Carolina’s legislation is
impractical and only contributes
to transphobic reactions. “It gives
fodder to people who want to police
bathrooms. And it supports people who
believe they have the right to [do so],” she
says. In fact, how they will actually implement
the specifics of the law is up for interpretation. Will they
monitor the bathrooms and check for birth certificates?
“It’s chaos,” says Olson.
State “bathroom laws” may just affect the people in those
states, but public restrooms can be a source of anxiety
for trans and gender-nonconforming people everywhere,
especially because more and more states are considering
similar legislation. “I get kind of nervous because men’s
restrooms have maybe two stalls and if it’s really crowded
and the stalls are taken, you have to stand there by the
urinals. It’s intimidating,” says Clair. They chuckle,
referring to their “original plumbing,” which means they
have not anatomically transitioned to male.
Olson says it’s undoubtedly daunting for people like Clair
because there’s a disconnect between their own identity
and how they are perceived. “Gender policing happens
because of how someone else is seeing you,” she says.
“You’re basically subject to other people’s interpretation.”
In a promising and progressive shift, the Obama
administration designated a gender neutral restroom
in the Eisenhower Executive Office Building in 2015,
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where much of the White House staff works. This move
advances the theme of inclusivity Obama has been
trying to promote since stepping into office. In fact, he’s
the first President to use the term “transgender” in the
State of the Union address. The Obama administration
also announced that Medicare would start covering sexreassignment surgery.
Even though the transgender community has support
and backing on an executive level, individuals like Clair
continue to struggle for restroom access on a personal
level. Ideally, they say, every restroom would be single
occupancy, and there would be enough of them to
handle demand.
The issue at its core is about gender segregation, notes
Olson. Gender non-conforming people are not matching
societal gender markers next to the bathroom doors,
while other people are constantly comparing nonbinary folk to the silhouette of the male or
female sign. “When they see a symbol,
that’s when the problem occurs,” she
says. Because of this, there are
serious health risks being imposed
on people being told, “This is the
men’s bathroom; you don’t belong
here.” Students at universities
and schools that don’t have
gender-neutral facilities are at
risk for dehydration and urinary
tract infections because they are
refraining from drinking liquids
since they have no place to pee.
Clair used to play it safe by using the
women’s room. Their delicate voice and soft,
pinkish complexion enabled them to blend in, but now
that they have a beard, that no longer works so well. The
men’s room isn’t a good solution, either. Clair says when
they go to Boystown in the Lakeview neighborhood, they
fear needing to pee because the stalls rarely latch well.
”I’m always holding the door closed like, ‘Don’t look in
here, please!’ Because if they happen to see, it’s like, ‘Oh
my god, don’t look down there. I belong here, I swear!’”
Clair looks down at their now-empty coffee cup. “It’s a
little nerve-racking because there’s a really high emphasis
placed on bodies and policing bodies.”
We leave the coffee shop and walk around the Loop in
search of a gender-neutral bathroom. After a few blocks,
we find one that Clair already is familiar with, but it’s
occupied. We wait outside until it’s available.
Depending on a small number of gender-neutral
bathrooms to be free when you need to pee is complicated.
There’s no reason restroom access should even be a gender
issue, Clair says.
“It’s really frustrating that it is. Like, I just have to pee!”

•

Mind Over
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Grey Matter
Heroin recovery doesn’t have
to be a fantasy

By Laura Grunke & Madison Lisle
Illustrations by Olivia Moore

Thick chunks of a large marble table scatter over
the floor of an otherwise empty high-rise condo
on Lake Shore Drive. Drywall showers down from
the ceiling in the apartment below, and a shocked
woman with drywall dust in her hair makes her
way upstairs to confront the source of the ruckus.
The young man who answers the door is sweating
and confused.
“She comes up and she’s like, ‘What is wrong with you?’”
says David Cohen. “I end up telling her everything, and I
had never even met her before.”
Everything included three years of heroin use that had
cost Cohen pretty much everything. When he hit the
marble table, he also had hit rock bottom. The fantasy
of occasional indulgence in the drug had turned into a
desperate reality. By 1996, he had pawned nearly all of his
possessions to pay for heroin, and he realized his life was
going nowhere.
Robert Davis* sat alone in his car under a viaduct, his
usual spot, shooting up his usual dose, awaiting his usual
response. Load the spoon, cook it, draw the liquid through
a cotton swab and wait for “pure ecstasy” to begin. After
18 years of opioid and heroin use, he knew what to expect.
But that day, something went wrong. “I got the rush, but
it kept going higher and higher and higher,” he recalls.
“After about 20 to 30 seconds, I went ‘Uh oh.’ That was
the last thing I remember. Next thing I remember, I’ve got
all kinds of people hovering over me, a bitter taste under
my tongue and paramedics trying to get me to wake up."
*Names in this article have been changed to protect privacy.
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The bitter taste was aspirin in case he had a heart
attack from the nasal Narcan, a drug used to counteract
overdoses. Davis had gotten a bad batch of heroin,
perhaps laced with Fentanyl, a prescription pain
medication more powerful than morphine. It was in that
moment that he knew he had to make a change.

heroin users say they started out abusing prescription
painkillers. Ramsen Kasha, the executive director of the
Chicago branch of the Hazelden Betty Ford Foundation
addiction treatment center, has seen a dangerous shift
from prescription pill abuse to heroin use in his 14 years
in addiction treatment at Hazelden.

But at the bottom of a sterilized spoon, at the tip of
a razor’s edge, or even at the edge of a broken table,
recovery can seem like a fantasy.

Unlike prescription drugs, heroin is not regulated and
may not be clean. When Cohen overdosed on his 21st
birthday—the first time he used heroin—he stopped
breathing and was in a coma for three days. He’s not sure
if the heroin was cut with a poisonous substance or just
too highly concentrated.

Heroin use is a local and a national epidemic. Between
2011 and 2013, heroin use in Chicago increased by 21
percent, according to a report by Lawrence J. Ouellet,
Ph.D., research professor of community outreach
intervention projects at the School of Public Health at
the University of Illinois at Chicago. Nationwide, the
rate of heroin deaths quadrupled from 2000 to 2013,
according to the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention.

Cut with confusion
The pathway to an out-of-control heroin addiction can
sometimes begin with controlled substances. Cohen, now
43 and a recovery therapist, says his “heroin career” began
when he was a teenager. He and a friend wrote phony
prescriptions for narcotics and filled them 36 times before
they were caught and spent time in Milwaukee County
Jail. After that, they moved on to heroin. Davis, too,
abused prescription opioids first. For 20 years, beginning
in 1991, they were his drug of choice. A high-functioning
addict, Davis earned one master’s degree in sociology and
another in library and information science. He also got
married and later divorced during this period.
According to a 2016 report from the American Society
of Addiction Medicine (ASAM), four out of five new

This is a risk users take when they shoot up. In October
2015, over the span of 72 hours, 74 people overdosed in
Chicago on a bad batch of heroin thought to have been
laced with Fentanyl. Fentanyl is increasingly common in
heroin seized and analyzed by the Illinois State Police
Division of Forensic Services laboratory. In January 2014,
a report by the National Institute on Drug abuse stated:
“The increase in heroin indicators, including numbers
of heroin-related deaths, in suburban counties around
Chicago (DuPage, Lake, Will, McHenry, and Kane) was
the most important finding for the Chicago area for this
reporting period.”

Living through the nightmare
Cohen checked into a detox facility in early 1996. Six
months later, he relapsed. “It was alcohol,” he says. “At that
point, once you get your mind altered again, chemically,
ultimately you end up going back to your drug of choice.”
His “aggressive” relapse lasted three months. During that
time he used heroin and cocaine regularly. He knew he
still needed help, so he entered an outpatient program at
Northwestern Hospital. Two decades later, he is still sober.
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“The physical and
psychological side [of
addiction] can be explained
as an allergy of the body and
obsession of the mind.”
—Ramsen Kasha,
treatment center director

his passion for helping people as a licensed clinical social
worker and a certified alcohol and drug counselor. He
worked as Hazelden’s clinical director for 10 years and
designed a program at Insight, a behavioral health center.
He now runs a private practice from his Lake Point
Tower apartment.
“There are some people who do both Smart Recovery and
Narcotics Anonymous,” Davis says. He credits Smart
Recovery with teaching him strategies he will use for the
rest of his life. Recovery is an active daily practice, he adds.
Cohen appointed himself a “board of directors,” a term
he uses to describe the family and friends he relies on
for support and for help making important life decisions.
He considers them part of his methodical approach to
recovery and crucial to his success.

Relapse and realization

Davis continued using heroin for 14 months after his first
overdose. “I did overdose [again] a couple of times. I can’t
tell you why I’m alive. I just don’t know," he says. It took
getting arrested for heroin possession for him to want to
change. “I spent 32 hours in jail, but that was 35 more
than I ever needed,” he says. That’s when he sought help.
The withdrawal from heroin was “hell on Earth,” Davis
says—the reason many addicts fear the initial recovery
stages. Cohen agrees but says that anti-addiction opioid
blockers like Suboxone and methadone are changing
the way people recover, making withdrawal shorter and
speeding up the journey to independence from heroin,
alcohol and other drugs.
“These drugs reduce or eliminate physiological craving for
heroin, which makes recovery possible for those unable
to stop ‘cold turkey’ or through other methods,” explains
Ouellet. But, he notes, people seeking to kick an addiction
need more than a medical intervention. “People may need
other forms of support because continued heroin use
often cannot be explained simply as a physical addiction,”
he says. And no one treatment works for everyone. “Some
people continue intermittent heroin use despite taking
methadone or Suboxone, that is, these medications
simply are insufficient for such folks,” says Ouellet.
Davis, 47, now two years clean, has discovered that
helping others helps him. He is a group facilitator with
Smart Recovery Illinois, a community dedicated to
supporting all types of former addicts, and leads meetings
on a weekly basis in Chicago. Together, they work on
ways to stay away from drugs and replace them with
other activities. “We talk about distractions as alternative
behaviors,” says Davis. “Finding the right amount of
distraction is really the best thing.”
Cohen, now 43, still regularly attends Narcotic
Anonymous (NA) meetings, sometimes multiple times a
day. He attributes his decades of success staying sober to

One of the hardest parts of recovery is dealing with dayto-day urges to use. “The physical and psychological side
[of addiction] can be explained as an allergy of the body
and obsession of the mind,” says Kasha. He explains
that the body has a physical reaction to a drug, and the
obsession with the substance makes the addict continue
using regardless of the negative consequences.
Ouellet agrees, adding, “Relapse absolutely is a normal
part of recovery. Heroin affects the brain’s ability to
experience joy and to make thoughtful decisions, changes
that make relapse common.”
Davis and Cohen both found that certain decisions have
helped them avoid further relapse. For Davis, this means
learning to dispute irrational beliefs. “I take any irrational
statement, and turn it into a question,” he explains. “For
example, ‘This urge is too much; I cannot handle it; I’ve
gotta go use,’ I turn it into a question: ‘Is it really true that
this urge is too much and I can’t take it?’ That urge is
not going to kill me. If I can ask that question, then I’ve
already resisted.”
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Cohen also struggles with urges, not for heroin, but
for alcohol and marijuana. To help himself resist, he
chose to live in a chemical-free household to minimize
temptation. This decision forced him to move out of his
longtime girlfriend’s home because she kept prescription
medications in the house for her chronic hip pain.

Waking up in a new world
But staying clean is difficult, especially today. The internet
is a powerful tool for addicts, where they can quickly learn
about and even order drugs. Davis recalls going online to
find out which prescription pills could be dissolved and
shot up. “I found out that [this drug] could be dissolved
in tap water and shot like heroin. How did I find out? The
internet,” says Davis.
“When I got clean in the ‘90s, there was no internet and
Windows just came out,” Cohen says. “Now you can
Google ‘heroin in Chicago’ and have somebody deliver
it right to your house in a couple of hours.” According
to a 2014 survey from American Society of Addictive
Medicine, 94 percent of respondents said they chose
heroin over prescription opioids because heroin is cheaper
and easier to obtain.
In October 2015, the Obama administration announced
a huge expansion of opioid-provider training and access
to treatment for people addicted to heroin and other
opioids. This initiative includes training for more than
540,000 health care providers, and doubling the number
of physicians who can prescribe drugs to treat opioid
addiction, and who can prescribe antidotes for overdoses.
According to the Office of the Press Secretary’s Fact
Sheet, “The President’s Fiscal Year 2016 budget includes
$133 million in new investments aimed at addressing
the opioid epidemic, including expanding state-level
prescription drug overdose prevention strategies,
medication-assisted treatment programs, and access to
the overdose-reversal drug naloxone.”
Still, in the world of recovery treatment, success comes
down to the addict’s commitment to change. “We are in
charge of our own recovery. We are in charge of changing
our lives,” Davis says.

•

Recovery
Resources

Sober Services
soberservices.org
A free online service that helps make
rehab a worthwhile experience. Use this
tool to find the right facility or method
for your specific needs.

Hazelden Betty Ford
Foundation
hazeldenbettyford.org
A center for outpatient and inpatient
treatment including rehab, care groups,
family services and medication. Pricing
varies depending on service for
individual needs.

Smart Recovery
smartrecovery.org
A free group with meetings for all types
of addiction support that focuses on
methods of resisting urges and
forming a community.

Narcotics Anonymous
NA.org
A free group with meetings for drug
addiction support that focuses on the 12
Step program of recover.
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The Cries
on Campus

By Alex Harrell
Photography by Olivia Moore
Illustrations by Edgar Rios
Additional Reporting by
Jaclyn Jermyn & Tamarah Webb

The challenge of supporting
students’ mental health
According to the mission statement of Columbia College
Chicago, one of the urban institution’s purposes is “to
help students to find out who they are and to discover
their own voices, respect their own individuality, and
improve their self-esteem and self-confidence.”
If that sounds like a commitment to comprehensive
student mental health services, consider this: Twenty
years ago, counseling services did not exist at Columbia
College Chicago.
Mental health programs are a relatively recent aspect
of college life across the country. They emerged out of
services created to address the needs of soldiers returning
from World War I and subsequent conflicts, to meet

the needs of soldiers returning to school, according
to research by Joseph Shannon Hodges, associate
professor of Clinical Mental Health Counseling at
Niagara Antioch University in Keene, New York. In
the 1960s, these expanded to address needs created by
an increasingly diverse student body following the civil
rights and women’s rights movements.
Today, they are an essential part of many students’ college
experience. “Therapy is just education, learning how to deal
with your emotions in a complicated world,” says Mark
Kelly, vice president for Student Success at Columbia
College Chicago. A 2014 National Survey of College
Counseling Centers (NSCCC) survey of more than three
million students from 275 higher education institutions
across the country found that roughly 11 percent of
students requested mental health services. Ninety-five
percent of counseling directors surveyed reported greater
numbers of students with severe psychological problems.
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“I’m not sure if you understand the
structure of student health and support,”
says Mark Kelly, vice president for
Student Success. The college has a
multitude of resources: counseling services,
student relations, student health and
support, advisors, self-help groups
and more.
38 percent of students with
mental illness surveyed do
not know how to access
accommodations, according
to College Students Speak: A
Survey Report on Mental Health
conducted by the National Alliance
on Mental Illness (NAMI).

“Every day is a new adventure. I never know what I’m
going to see. It can be everything from grief and loss to
anxiety and depression, to severe mental illness such as
bipolar disorder and schizophrenia,” says Thomas “Lee”
Cravens, assistant director of Student Relations.
Directors report that 52 percent of center
clients have severe psychological problems;
up from 44 percent in the previous year,
according to the NSCCC report.

“I caught a friend there, we ran into each other. It was
this weird thing where she didn’t want to be caught
there. Like, ‘Oh no, he saw me,’ kind of thing, even
though I’m trying to get the same services. Maybe
that’s just mental health in general, but there’s some
sort of stigma with going there,” says Columbia
student Darren Bui, 21.
Stigma remains the number one barrier
to students seeking help, according to
College Students Speak.

“We’ve developed over time what
I would argue is a rather mature
system of levels of response
to students,” Kelly says. Last
year, the student
health center fee was
increased in order
to allow students to
have 12 sessions a
year instead of the
previous 10, and to hire additional staff.
Colleges around the country are
taking similar steps; 26 percent of
the 275 centers surveyed increased
counseling staff, according to the
NSCCC’s 2014 report.

The counseling office has six full-time,
councelors, one part-time, and three
interns. The student relations staff is
comprised of three licensed therapists.
“Think of them more as social workers.
They’re available to handle a student
in crisis because the
counseling staff
c an’t just drop
their caseload,”
Kelly says.

With approximately 10,000 undergraduate
and graduate students, that’s around 770
students per therapist. The national average is
one counselor to 2,081 students, according to
the 2014 NSCCC report.

“The phone interview was really in depth and not what I
was expecting. They were asking me what has happened
in my life, why am I depressed, and all this stuff. And
I’m sitting in my living room, answering these questions
when my roommates are home,” says Columbia student
Taylor Robinson, 21.
40 percent of centers do a pre-assessment
before assigning a client to a counselor;
one in eight of these use a telephone
for the preassessment, according to the
NSCC 2014 report.
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“For the students who do reach the limit, we don’t just say,
‘You’re at your limit.’ We can make exceptions, you don’t
just end sessions. We have a protocol to make sure that
when there’s a waitlist, if there’s a student that needs to
see us right away, they can get in to see us,” says Kelly.
30 percent of centers limit the
number of counseling sessions
students are allowed, according to
the NSCCC 2014 report.

“As far as providing crisis intervention, it’s often assessing
what is the need, what can be provided in that moment.
We may have a student that is suicidal and we have to
assess their safety. If this person is unable to take care
of themselves, one of us will go with the student to the
hospital until they are in a safe place,” Cravens says.
The college has an ethical obligation to take an at-risk
student to the hospital if a plan and intent to harm
themselves is expressed. “It’s not optional,” he says.
73 percent of student respondents
experienced a mental health crisis while
in college, according to College Students
Speak.

“For the first three or four weeks, it’s almost like
a waste of that time, but it’s good because you’re
getting comfortable.” Says Robinson. “It’s hard
in the first few sessions to be completely honest
because it’s like what do I tell you? How much do
I give you at first?”
50 percent of students with mental illness
did not disclose their condition to
their colleges for reasons including fear
of stigma and lack of trust, according
to College Students Speak.

“I do think that sometimes students may have
unrealistic expectations of what can happen.
We want to make sure that you have the right
level of care. That’s why we’re referring you out.
I don’t want to say I can help you with this and
I can’t,” Cravens says.
80 percent of centers maintain the right
to refuse treatment to a student whose
problems are beyond the capability of their
staff, according to the NSCCC 2014 report.

“I got really low and almost
committed suicide. I
wasn’t going to tell
anyone, but I told the
person at mental health
services and he took me to
the hospital himself,” says
Columbia student Christian
Cosme, 22.
90 percent of centers hospitalize an
average of nine students per school for
psychological reasons annually. The average
number of hospitalizations per 1,000
students was 1.5, according to the 2014
NSCCC report.

“Are you able to go to class and participate in [mental
health] treatment at the same time? We can take these
classes another time. Columbia is still going to be here,”
Cravens says.
65 percent of center clients report that
counseling has helped them stay enrolled at
their institutions, according to the NSCCC
2014 report.
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Wanted:
Dead or Alive
By Kirsten DeMass
Illustrations by Karina Rodriguez

The Expressionless

Smile Dog

6’
5’ 5’’
5’
4’ 5’’
4’
3’ 5’’
3’
2’ 5’’
2’

Description: Mannequin-like woman wearing a white
gown covered in blood. She has no expressions and is
motionless.
Last Seen: Health Center at 731 S. Plymouth Court
Warning: If seen, please find medical help at another
clinic. If someone attempts to help her, she will lash out
and say, “I am God,” then disappear.

Danger Level
Low

Description: Dog-like creature, similar to a Siberian
husky. The image of the creature has a wide grin with
two rows of sharp white human-like teeth. There is a
human hand extending in the background.
Last Seen: Circulating Loop Mail
Warning: Do not open a document labeled “smile.
jpg.” Opening the document will result in insanity
until the document is passed along.

Danger Level
Medium
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Meet four creepy characters from the deepest,
darkest depths of the internet.
Be afraid. Very afraid.
The moon low on the horizon. The trees in Grant Park
cast long figures on the ground and you maneuver around
them as you make your way home. There’s a crunch in
the leaves. You turn. Nothing is there. A prickly feeling
slides down your spine. You think you see a tall, skinny
shadow out of the corner of your eye. “It’s just a tree,” you
tell yourself. One of the shadows seems to move with you.
You’re afraid to turn around. “Who’s there?” you yell. You
spin around. A long tentacle snatches your throat.
You wake up in a cold sweat.
Characters like Slender Man are the product of an online
genre called “creepypastas,” which circulate the internet

Funnymouth
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and evolve through different writers. The name comes
from “copypasta,” a block of text being copied and pasted
over and over again. Creepypasta stories are so evolved
that their original authors have been lost to the dark
recesses of the web, making it almost impossible to find
the minds behind these dark tales.
Characters like Slender Man (sometimes written as
Slenderman) and Laughing Jack have made headlines
in recent years when teenagers perpetrated violent
acts and claimed these characters told them to do so.
But they aren’t the only creatures that haunt the dark
corners of the internet. Echo found four equally bonechilling creepypasta creatures to stalk your nightmares.
If you encounter any of the following, please visit
echomagonline.com and leave a comment on your
findings—that is, after you’ve sprinted as fast as you can
in the opposite direction. Stay safe in your hunt, and
don’t listen to their whispers or fall for their tricks.

•

Black-eyed Children

Description: Pixelated face, blacked out eye sockets
and a long tongue hanging out of mouth.

Description: Young children with solid black eyes
and corpse-like skin.

Last Seen: Omegle

Last Seen: Knocking on doors of The Dwight and
The University Center

Warning: If the user “funnymouth” joins your chat
room, do not respond and leave the conversation
immediately. Having a conversation with him will
result in him haunting your dreams and turning you
into the image of Funnymouth.

Danger Level
High

Warning: Do not give in to them. They will be
insistent and get angry so they can be invited inside
a building or get a ride. There are no reports on what
they do to someone who complies.

Danger Level
Unknown
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Invisible
Wounds
By Taylor Scheibe
Photography by Edgar Rios

PTSD overshadows another
casualty of war: moral injury

Private Vince Ristenpart was just following orders. Moral injury is a wound no one can see, a silent killer
It didn’t matter that he was angry or that he didn’t
that feeds on a soldier’s guilt and weighs down the moral
agree with the call. Standing watch in the early
conscience, forcing veterans to reconfigure one of the first
hours of one dry desert morning in 2011, somewhere
things human beings learn—the difference between right
in the Helmand Province of Afghanistan, the tired
and wrong. Ristenpart, now 27, is a former ammunition
private looked into the distance and saw a figure
technician for the Marine Corps. While his time overseas
burying what looked like an improvised explosive
has taken a toll on him, he has never been diagnosed with
device (IED). Following the military’s rules of
post traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) or a traumatic
engagement, he called it in. Then, he stood down, brain injury (TBI). Rather, he considers himself one of
because those were his orders. Five years later, he
the lucky ones.
still thinks about that night and wonders whether
an IED that later injured a soldier was the one he “There’s this area within the veteran community that no
one is discussing and it’s so obvious that it’s out there,”
didn’t prevent.
says Eric Herskowitz, the in-house therapist and moral
injury coordinator for Volunteers of America of Illinois
He will never find out. Experiences like this are
in Chicago. “When you shoot at someone it has a huge
all too common in U.S. veterans, and are prime
impact on you and actually doesn’t meet all the criteria
examples of what can cause one of the most
for PTSD.”
eclipsed injuries of war: moral injury.
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The term moral injury was coined by Department of
Veteran Affairs psychiatrist Jonathan Shay, M.D. He
describes it as a “betrayal of what’s right” specifically
by “someone who holds legitimate authority (e.g. in the
military, a leader) in a high-stakes situation.”
“I really don’t like the term PTSD,” Shay told PBS’s
Religion & Ethics Newsweekly in 2010. Shay believes that
the term PTSD does not address the entirety of a person’s
injuries of war. “I view the persistence into civilian life
after battle,” he says, “as the simple or primary injury.”
Consider a shrapnel wound, Shay explains. “Whether it
breaks the bone or not, that wound is the uncomplicated
or primary injury. That doesn’t kill the soldier; what kills
him are the complications—infection or hemorrhage.”
PTSD is the shrapnel wound; moral injury is the infection.
PTSD and TBI have become household terms and are
unfortunately all too common among U.S. veterans. Yet
research suggests we are missing something—a wound of
the soul that stems from a human being acting against
the very core of their ethical being. Combat traumas that
can cause moral injury tend to take place in life-or-death
situations, and include having to shoot at a child, military
sexual trauma, or following any order that might be
morally compromising, Herskowitz explains.

“Morals are anything you learn that identifies the
difference between right and wrong. A lot of people
think that’s purely religious, and that may be for a lot
of people, but that’s not true for everyone. We get our
morals from everywhere—our friends, our family, growing
up, society,” says Herskowitz. “It makes them question
whether they’re a good person anymore because they had
to participate in these events,” he says.
The Department of U.S. Department of Veteran Affairs
estimates that nearly 14 percent of veterans of the war
in Afghanistan and the war in Iraq returned home with
PTSD and nearly 30 percent during the war in Vietnam,
although many cases are never reported. Of the estimated
21.6 million veterans living in the United States,
approximately 728,000 of them live in Illinois, according
to a 2014 study conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau.
So where are the records on moral injury? They don’t
exist. There is no listing for moral injury in the American
Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders, or DSM, because it is not
a clinical diagnosis. In simpler terms, it isn’t a medical
condition until it goes in the book. It doesn’t help that
research, or rather the lack of research, shows no clear
treatment for moral injury. While PTSD and TBI have
stark clinical differences and clear treatment plans, moral
injury doesn’t necessarily manifest in physical symptoms.
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“I did reach a point where I was
like, ‘I can’t trust anyone and no
one gives a shit, so I’m just going
to do what I want, and fuck it if
they don’t like it.’”
—Vince Ristenpart

Back in Afghanistan, Ristenpart is a very different person.
He is in a shouting match with his sergeant, yelling
angrily into his radio. As they argue, not far from the base,
a figure is burying what looks to Ristenpart like an IED.
This is not the first time this has happened.
“The words that he told me was, ‘Keep eyes on, radio in
again if you see anything unusual.’ So I immediately
radioed in again and told him the exact same thing I
had just told him,” says Ristenpart indignantly, recalling
that morning, “‘Post seven, why are you radioing all this
in again?’ And I was like, ‘Well you told me to tell you
if I see anything unusual. I’m telling you again what I’m
watching and it’s fucking unusual.’” He shakes his head.

“There is no threshold for establishing the presence of
moral injury; rather, at a given point in time, a veteran “There was more than once—I would radio it in and for
may have none, or have mild to extreme manifestations,” whatever reason it was deemed by the higher ups that
write authors Shira Maguen and Brett Litz in a 2012 they were not going to deal with that crap,” he says.
review titled “Moral Injury in Veterans of War” published
in the National Center for PTSD’s Research Quarterly. Not long after that, news spread that a marine had stepped
“Furthermore, transgression is not necessary for a PTSD on an IED near the post.
diagnosis nor does PTSD sufficiently capture moral injury,
“There was a guy who had helped in the chow hall who at
or the shame, guilt, and self-handicapping behaviors that
some point stepped on an IED and they said it was near
often accompany moral injury.”
the base. I don’t know if it was the one I watched or not.
Sometimes veterans just don’t want to talk about it; But, there is a part of me that sort of wished I had just
other times, veterans don’t even realize they have it, says shot the guy while he was burying shit and then maybe
avoided all that. I can’t confirm that though, that’s the
Herskowitz.
thing. I don’t know for sure that the one he stepped on
“I’ve had Vietnam vets come to me and tell me that they was my IED.”
don’t tell their wives [what happened to them], and they’ve
been out of Vietnam for what, almost 40 years now?” says No matter what he wanted to do, it wasn’t his call to make.
Had he disobeyed and killed the man, Ristenpart would
Herskowitz. “After 40 years they still feel hidden.”
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have been thrown in the “brig,” or the Marine Corps prison.
The army had already given him a fair share of disciplinary
action for his attitude. His various punishments included
filling sandbags and burning buckets of fellow marines’
waste. Sometimes the most regrettable action is no action
at all; doing nothing was made so much worse by never
knowing the truth or outcome, says Ristenpart.
“There may be a lot of pieces of this that I don’t know,” he
admits. “There could have been other things happening
that I wasn’t aware of.” The man could have been coming
to drop the IED in the fort’s IED amnesty box, he
explains, or he could have been a local farmer taking a late
night stroll—he could have been anyone.
Ristenpart’s time in the army was difficult; during his
evaluation for deployment he discovered his wife was
cheating on him; they got divorced while he was overseas.
Not long after, Ristenpart started to lose weight, missing
meal times in the chow hall because of the shifts he was
assigned. He was living on Red Bull and candy bars.
“Looking back, it totally makes sense that I just sort of
lost my shit for a while,” he says. During his deployment,
Ristenpart and his unit killed around 150 insurgents.
“The combination of my wife totally betraying me, the
Marine Corps not making it any better and then scenarios
like that where I was unsure of what happened,” he says, “I
did reach a point where I was like, ‘I can’t trust anyone and
no one gives a shit, so I’m just going to do what I want,
and fuck it if they don’t like it.’”

A few months after leaving the Marine Corp, Ristenpart
chose to talk to a therapist. He met with a Navy medical
officer at a Battalion Aid Station for three months and
was diagnosed with a major depressive disorder. “It helped
just to know that there was something wrong with me in
the clinical sense,” says Ristenpart. “It wasn’t just that I
had a bad attitude. I had an actual thing happening, which
made it easier to deal with.”
“[Veterans] have a hard time talking to other people about
it because they’re afraid,” says Herskowitz. “They’re afraid
of [people] looking at them and thinking that they’re
unlovable, and spirituality wise they’re left thinking that
God or their higher power, or however they identify, has
left them in some way and wouldn’t accept them anymore.”
The National Center for PTSD admits that while the
concept that war can be morally compromising is nothing
new, research on moral injury and possible treatment
options is still in its infancy. In the NCPTSD 2012
Research Quarterly review, Litz and Maguen argue that
existing treatments for PTSD may not adequately target
moral injury and that more research is needed in order
to understand how the injury changes over time and
determine how and when treatment will be helpful.
Herskowitz’s treatment plan for moral injury centers
around the concept of creative expression, whether that’s
through writing, drawing or painting. He encourages
veterans to tell their story and forgive themselves. “Moral
injury touches so many different spheres of the self, like
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“There is a stigma in the
Marine Corps. Once you go to a
therapist, you’re that guy.”
—Vince Ristenpart

spirituality, emotions, even physical, too. It’s important to
come into contact with those areas,” he says. “We have
this goal of forgiveness and that’s what all the literature
agrees on. You have to be able to forgive yourself for what
you did or what you didn’t do.”
Ristenpart’s story has a happy ending. Since leaving the
Marine Corps, he quit smoking, took up yoga, got a new
job and returned to school. He’s currently studying audio
production at Columbia College Chicago, and feels he
has gotten over his time in the Marines.

intimate look at moral injury cases and argues for civilians
becoming more engaged in veterans’ struggles.
“What I am prepared to argue for is the moral necessity
for each of us to be personally engaged in the largest
reintegration of American service members into civilian
society since Vietnam,” Sherman writes. “The mil/civ
walls have to come down. It is critical for the moral
healing of our soldiers.”

•

“The more you tell a story the more it changes and it
develops and the more you understand what was really
going on,” says Herskowitz. “In the beginning the
narrative might be, ‘I murdered someone.’ Period. But the
more we talk about it, it’s, ‘Okay. I shot at somebody.’ And
then the vocabulary changes a little bit more, and then,
‘My supervisor or my lieutenant, they told me to do x, y
and z.’”
Unfortunately, many veterans don’t seek help, and the
ones who do can’t always find it. “There is a stigma in the
Marine Corps if you go to a therapist,” says Ristenpart,
“Once you go to a therapist, now you’re that guy,” he says,
“Now not everyone reacts that way, some people are a little
more understanding. Your higher ups will tell you over
and over again, if you need help go get it, but like with
anything else, part of that is just what they’re told to say.”
In 2000, the Department of Veteran Affairs spent $14
billion on disability compensation for veterans, with more
than two million veterans served. In 2013 that number
tripled to $49 billion, with nearly four million veterans
served. Still, Volunteers of America of Illinois estimates
22 veterans commit suicide every day, and one in four
veterans suffers from PTSD.
Georgetown University professor of philosophy and
author Nancy Sherman has studied moral injury in
veterans. In her 2015 novel, Afterwar, Sherman takes an

In 2011, Vince Ristenpart spent seven months
in the Forward Operating Base, Edinburgh in
Afghanistan.
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Coming to grips with
delusion disorder

By Alex Harrell
Photography by Chandler Hawkins,
Jaclyn Jermyn & Edgar Rios

I feel the eyes of every stranger I pass burn through
my skin. Sometimes they burn so badly, I have to
stay in the cold shadows of my apartment until
the blisters heal. Now I’m not a narcissist; I don’t
believe I’m anything special to look at. So am I
paranoid? Am I being dramatic? I can’t possibly
be delusional. Right?

A delusion is a fixed, false belief that remains despite all
evidence to the contrary. “Delusions are when you’re not
in touch with reality,” explains Daniel Yohanna, M.D.,
associate professor in the Department of Psychiatry and
Neuroscience at the University of Chicago.
I’ve never felt in touch with reality, and I was not
an easy child to raise as a result. My night terrors
prevented my mother from having a peaceful night’s
sleep until I was around 12 years old. I used to run
into her bedroom, sobbing because my dreams didn’t
go away after I opened my eyes, demanding that she
sleep in my bed. It didn’t stop the hallucinations, but I
felt better knowing something real was next to me. At
some point, I decided I was too old for that nonsense.
The hallucinations didn’t stop, but I got used to them.
Yohanna, who has practiced psychiatry for 30 years,
specializes in affective disorders and schizophrenia. He
explains that delusions can be symptoms of various
disorders, rather than a separate diagnosis. They can
occur with depression, mania, bipolar disorder and
other mental illnesses. Brain tumors, diabetes and
endocrine disorders also can cause delusions.
Delusions are an invisible disorder. People who have
them may not realize their perceptions are different
that those of other people.
In 11th grade, I flung myself down a flight of stairs
because I felt a spider on my nose in the night. I clawed
chunks out of my scalp trying to dig the spider eggs
out of my brain. My father searched my room for bugs,
but found none. Everyone around me attributed my
antics to an overactive imagination. I didn’t feel very
imaginative, though. I wasn’t imagining anything; it was
all happening, right in front of my eyes.
“It’s just that,” says Yohanna. “You can’t convince somebody
that it’s not true.” But what happens when our daydreams
dictate our lives? When do delusions become dangerous?
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explains that no one really knows the link between
For Joshua Kennedy, 24, bipolar disorder was the source
delusions and self-harming. In the course of three days,
of his often-dangerous delusions. His first episode was
in middle school, on the football field. While huddling Kennedy went from feeling suicidal to invincible. Despite
up, he felt his anxiety bubbling up, his gears beginning his mood changing, he continued to self-harm. “I thought
if I kept all this joy in, I was going to explode,” he says.
to grind. “I’d be out on the line and throw up on the
field,” he recalls. “All the dads would approach and be like, “There was literally a sun growing inside of my chest, and
‘Psychological warfare! He’s fucking everybody up,’ and I I felt like a god.”
didn’t really know what was going on, but everybody was
Yohanna explains that delusions of grandeur and of the
cheering for it,” he says.
body are common. Many delusional individuals will
believe they are God, he says.
Becky Brasfield, 32, also had early delusions and anxiety
that were ignored. “My parents didn’t attend to my mental
During one of Brasfield’s psychotic experiences, she went
health,” she says. Lacking support from peers, friends or
from having the spiritual belief that God lived inside all
guidance counselors, she says, “I was just alone, feeling
of us to believing she was God. “[I believed] that I could
ashamed and secret about my symptoms. There was
control the universe and have come here incarnated as
nobody to talk to.”
myself to change the world,” she says. “No one would
guess that God was somebody that looked like me, and
According to the Child Mind Institute, the median age
my suffering was like Jesus’s suffering.”
for the onset of anxiety disorders is six years old, and
around 17 million children have had a psychiatric disorder.
But this grandiosity should not be confused with vanity;
Approximately 80 percent of youth with diagnosable
both Kennedy and Brasfield express a great discomfort
anxiety disorder do not receive treatment. Early anxiety
during their delusions. “Even when you feel like a god,
leads to later psychiatric disorders; half of all psychiatric
everyone is against you because they’re not following your
illness occurs before the age of 14.
orders,” Kennedy says. “Don’t
you people understand? I’m
Kennedy’s anxiety motivated
the King Emperor of the
him to excel in sports
“Paranoia is typically more
United States and you’re
and school. But by eighth
dangerous to the sufferers
not doing what I want.”
grade, he was consumed by
Eventually, this grandiosity
negative self-talk, insecurity
than anyone else.”
led to Kennedy speeding into
and depression. “I was only
oncoming traffic. “Because
13 years old, and I didn’t
—Daniel Yohanna, psychiatrist
I challenged it,” he says.
know any better,” Kennedy
“Everything is a challenge.”
says. “I thought that because
I felt bad, I was bad.”
Hallucinations are also common among people with
Although Kennedy was not diagnosed with bipolar delusions. “They are usually auditory hallucinations,”
disorder until he was 18 years old, he experienced manic Yohanna says. “Hearing things that other people don’t
hear, more rarely seeing things or feeling things that
and depressive episodes throughout high school. Sarah
aren’t there.”
Keedy, Ph.D., a clinical psychologist and assistant
professor of Psychiatry and Behavioral Neuroscience at
Brasfield began hearing “the whispers” in her early 20s.
the University of Chicago, says bipolar disorder is defined
She defines the whispers as many different voices, or
by these episodes of mania or depression. “Usually you
the same voice, repeatedly murmuring in her ears. She
see the delusion become a part of these episodes,” she says.
couldn’t understand what they said, but that didn’t stop
them. “I heard a voice. Actually, there were two voices,”
Kennedy’s first manic episode happened during his
sophomore year of high school in English class. “I she says of her most recent psychotic episode. “It was
eerie and also calming. If I listened to the message, it gave
thought I was Jesus, and that I was best friends with
me relief.”
The Beatles,” he says. Kennedy immediately alerted his
classmates to his revelation. “Guys, I know what they’re
Kennedy also heard voices. Beginning at the age of 18, he
talking about. There’s strawberries in the field and I got it,”
had “a lot of hallucinating; a lot of sleepless nights.” He
he remembers saying to his peers. “Sure, Josh…” was the
followed a set schedule of self-destruction: go to the
general response.
hospital, get fixed, get out, get drunk and pass out. He felt
that was the only way to drown out the voices. He also
Just before Kennedy’s senior prom, he experienced his
abused benzodiazepines, stopped sleeping and became
first depressive episode. “It’s like having the worst flu
depressed. Rinse and repeat. This lasted for about five years.
everywhere I on your body, except there’s no physical
symptoms,” he says. “I don’t have a fever, but I feel like
Similarly, Brasfield abused alcohol throughout college.
I’m rotting inside.”
After hearing the whispering voices, she was put on anti“I became so emotionally numb, I became physically psychotics. “It wasn’t particularly receptive because I was
drinking and lying about how much I was drinking,” she
numb,” he says. Kennedy began cutting himself. “Just to
says. Getting drunk and drowning out the voices is much
feel something, just to feel a little bit, because I couldn’t
turn the emotions back on,” he says. Unfortunately, Keedy easier than admitting you’re hearing voices.
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Abusing drugs or alcohol is not uncommon, explains
Keedy. “A lot of people with major mental illnesses do at
some point in their lives struggle with abuse or addiction.
But of all the people who are abusing or addicted, it’s
probably not the majority of them who have major
mental illness,” she says.
One night, about five months after his 21st birthday,
Kennedy was admitted to the hospital, still drunk. He
attempted suicide later that evening. “Do it. Just do it.
Nobody wants you anymore. Just do it,” the voices urged.
“I was convinced that if I were to kill myself, I would
be reborn without affliction,” Kennedy says. After a
few workers found Kennedy “hacking away” at himself
in the bathroom, they tried a new type of treatment:
shock therapy.
Shock therapy is commonly used if patients have , failed
other treatments not reponded to, Keedy explains. While
it’s not usually her first form of treatment, she says it
can be very effective. “It sounds severe, but compared
to when someone is really psychotic, that can be much
more extreme,” she says. “It can be quite worth it to put
somebody through something like that; the alternative is
much worse.”
For eight months, Kennedy received shock therapy once
or twice a week. It worked for a few days, but he would
always deteriorate. He felt lost. “It’s a very isolating thing,
no matter where you are on the delusional spectrum,” he
says. “Being in constant disagreement with reality and
being so sure of yourself that you’re right, but everything
else is conflicting with your truth.”
During graduate school, Brasfield’s paranoid delusions
began. Triggered by stress and lack of validation, she was
convinced the CIA and FBI were persecuting her, writing

letters to the federal government and hiding from the
Chicago Police Department. “I heard a voice, and now
the entire world is just full of authority figures that were
trying to devalue me and treat me poorly,” she says.
Persecutory delusions also plagued Kennedy, who felt he
was at the center of a witch-hunt. “Everybody had the
same face, so no matter which way I was actually facing,
their faces always pointed towards me,” he says. “You
don’t know what to trust, especially when everyone has
the same face and everyone is coming after you.”
In response to her delusions, Brasfield acted out. “I
scared a woman and I threatened her and her family,
and that’s really disturbing to me,” she recalls. “I went to
jail, I tried to take my life and then I was mandated to
mental health treatment.”
Yohanna notes that paranoia is typically more dangerous
to the sufferers than anyone else. “Although sometimes
people [who are delusional] are dangerous, the mentally
ill are a very small percentage of violence in this country,
and an even smaller percentage of mass violence,” he says.
One of the biggest misconceptions the mental
health community faces is the fear of violence, Keedy
explains. “People with mental illnesses are not more
dangerous than people without them,” she says. “There
is no significantly increased risk of being harmed by
somebody with a paranoid delusion relative to anybody
else in the population.”
Ultimately, Brasfield’s outburst got her the help she needed.
“Nobody could tell me anything until my mind was
stabilized, and it was the medication that got my thoughts
to calm down enough to see the wreckage that mental
illness had caused,” she says.
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Delusions are difficult to treat. “Since you can’t convince
somebody otherwise, therapies tend to not work too
well,” Yohanna says. When delusions are symptoms,
psychotherapeutic approaches and anti-psychotic
medications may reduce the delusions. Yet, many
individuals remain delusional. “On an anti-psychotic, they
may not mention it anymore, but if you dig a bit and ask
them, they’re usually still delusional, just less concerned
about it,” he says. Keedy agrees, saying that anti-psychotic
medications may reduce how compelling delusions are, but
will not necessarily make them stop. “Unfortunately, it’s
something we have pretty limited treatment for,” she says.
Brasfield is alert for triggers that might cause her
delusions to return. After a recent identity theft, she felt
herself slipping into delusional thinking patterns, despite
having cognitive behavioral therapy and other wellness
tools under her belt. “Because I have the delusion tape
in my brain already, it’s very easy for me to get stressed
out,and start thinking the worst,” she says. “I can’t even
afford too many conspiracy theories in my head. I have to
think in little steps, even today.”
A combination of medication, therapy and life
adjustments led to Kennedy’s successful recovery. Like
Brasfield, he remains vigilant. “Delusions are very selfcentered,” he says. “If it’s a witch-hunt, it’s because I’m so
special that everyone hates me.” He laughs; having a sense
of humor is also important. “When I do start thinking
grandiose, I’m in a constant state of checking myself,”
Kennedy says. “I know I’m getting delusional when I start
to think beyond myself.”
One of the hardest things for people with delusions
is admitting it to others. The stigma of psychosis is so
prevalent that it prevents people from getting the help
they need. The fear of being deemed “crazy” prevented
Brasfield from seeking treatment for 10 years. It’s also
what makes it easier for her patients to talk to her. Today,
she is a certified recovery support specialist, Director of
Recovery for MADO Healthcare in Chicago and works
as a peer counselor at Sacred Heart Home.
“I’m a person who actually has the condition, has training
in mental health, so there’s the middle ground where you
can have a peer that’s also a professional,” she says. “I feel
like had I not gone through this, I would not be able to
look someone in the eye and say, ‘You can do it. I know
you can because I did.’”
Kennedy is also a peer counselor at Sacred Heart Home.
“I think a there’s a lot of fear of judging, but I don’t think
all of that judgment is there,” he says. “Some people don’t
get it, and I don’t care about those people.” He laughs. “If
you want to judge me for having bipolar disorder, I don’t
care; I really don’t,” he says. “When you want to be more
understanding, do that when you want to. But I’m not
going to wait for you to come around; I’m still going to
be me.”
While it is difficult, Kennedy recommends speaking out
about mental illness. Otherwise, he says, “They’re left
in the dark, and we’re left in the dark because nobody
understands.”

Kennedy recently became a public speaker at the
National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI), doing
crisis intervention training. He also helps educate police
officers on what mental illness looks like.
Kennedy and Brasfield recognize that their own mental
illnesses have helped them contribute to society and
even thrive. “When you have a brain that operates on
the extreme, you are able to connect the dots sometimes
where other people cannot,” Brasfield says. “You’re able
to see the bigger picture of things in this new interesting
and applied way, and it can be this amazing creative gift.”
For the first time, I realized what this gift is.
As I was walking home one evening with a friend, a
man attempted to rob me. “Alright ladies, hand over
the purses,” he slurred, staggering down the stairs at the
Ashland Green Line stop. It took me a moment to realize
what was happening, and by that point it was too late.
“I’m going to fucking stab you,” he calmly said, waving his
knife in the little space between us.
I stopped dead in my tracks. “Dude, I don’t have a purse,
and I don’t have any money,” I said. We locked eyes. And
in that moment, I felt the fog surrounding us lift. He didn’t
seem intoxicated; his breath smelled like Parliaments and
his eyes were as blue as the cigarette carton packaging. He
seemed scared.
We broke eye contact, and he began staring at something
that I couldn’t see. Suddenly, I wasn’t so scared anymore.
God knows why I grew a backbone with a switchblade
pressed against my stomach, but I think it was my dots
connecting with his dots. We weren’t so different after all.
We began talking. Eventually, he gave me the knife.
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Sex and the Smartphone
By Alex Harrell, Jaclyn Jermyn, Madison Lisle & Jenn Murphy

Looking for love or lust online can be tricky; revive your cold millennial
heart with our ultimate online dating affinity matrix.

Fantasy
Less likely to turn
into true love
Parship

Align

The stars will align for
you... until Mercury
enters retrograde.

PUNKmatch

As if punks would
meet anywhere other
than a basement show.

Think of Craigslist’s “missed
connections,” but hornier.

Meet-An-Inmate

Let the thrill of conjugal visits
and redacted love letters keep
your love locked down.

Beautiful People

Pretty people deserve pretty
people. Narcissus would agree,
don’t you think?

When he likes Phish and you don’t
like him enough to like Phish.

Twindog

3nder

For friends who
insist they are a
“package deal.”

Yale grad seeks Harvard professor for
relationship guaranteed to be written about
in the New York Times wedding section.

Grouper

If you love
the paralyzing
uncertainty of a
“group hang,” this
is the app for you!

Because Princess is
a little lonely. And
maybe you are, too.

Anastasia Date

Starting at $5,000
per bride, you better
believe it’s true love!

Long Term

Tastebuds

Right Stuff

Requires more effort and time for results

Requires less effort and time for results

The Internet: definitely the best place to keep
your secret about cheating on your spouse.

Seeking Arrangements

True love goes much deeper
than age and appearance; but
you better have deep pockets.

Happn

Ashley Madison

Short Term

For those who base all
their major life choices
on Buzzfeed quizzes.

Farmer’s Only

Is that an ear of corn in your pocket,
or are you just happy to see me?

Fliqpic

It’s like Chat Roulette... But with
the same amount of penises.

Christian Mingle
Our Time

Life is too short to be lonely,
especially if you’re over 50.

Tinder

The vast range of human
emotion reduced to a
single swipe.

OKCupid
It’s free!

Find the one who puts
the “stud” in Bible study.

eHarmony

Reality
More likely to turn
into true love

If your ideal matchmaker is an old white
dude, have we got the site for you!
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